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His Heart’s Obsession 
By Alex Beecroft 


Kingston, Jamaica, 1752 


Robert Hughes, a lieutenant—and rogue—in the British 
Royal Navy, is in love with his gorgeous fellow officer, 
Hal Morgan. Hal only has eyes for their captain—a 
man who'll never share their inclinations. Night after 
night aboard the Swiftsure, it kills Robert to listen to 
Hal’s erotic dreams of a man he can’t possibly have. 
Determined to protect his friend, Robert stages a 
seduction. 


But Hal demands proof of love before he will submit to 
the rakish Robert. 


Mission accepted. After all, how hard could it be to 
show what’s inside his heart? Yet Robert’s move to 
claim Hal’s love leads to the threat of exposure, and 
mortal danger from the French. Will a heart obsessed 
ever accept defeat? 


21,000 words 


Dear Reader, 


June is a good month for us here at Carina Press. Why? 
Because it’s the month we first started publishing 
books! This June marks our two-year anniversary of 
publishing books, and to celebrate, we’re featuring 
only return Carina Press authors throughout the 
month. Each author with a June release is one who has 
published with us previously, and who we're thrilled to 
have return with another book! 


In addition to featuring only return authors, we’re 
offering two volumes of Editor’s Choice collections. 
Volume | contains novellas from three of our rising 
stars in their respective romance subgenres: Shannon 
Stacey with contemporary romance novella Slow 
Summer Kisses, Cindy Spencer Pape with steampunk 
romance Kilts & Kraken, and Adrienne Giordano with 
romantic suspense novella Negotiating Point. 


From the non-romance genres comes Editor’s Choice 
Volume ll, and four fantastic novellas: paranormal 
mystery Dance of Flames by Janni Nell, science-fiction 
Pyro Canyon by Robert Appleton, humorous action- 
adventure No Money Down by Julie Moffett, and Dead 
Calm, a mystery novella from Shirley Wells. 


Later in June, those collections are joined by a 
selection of genres designed to highlight the diversity 
of Carina Press books. Janis Susan May returns with 
another horror suspense novel, Timeless Innocents, 
following up her fantastic horror debut, Lure of the 
Mummy. Mystery author Jean Harrington offers up The 
Monet Murders, the next installment in her Murders By 
Design series. And the wait is over for fans of Shawn 
Kupfer’s debut science-fiction thriller, 47 Echo, with 
the release of the sequel, Supercritical. Rounding out 


the offerings for mystery fans, W. Soliman offers up 
Risky Business, the next novel in The Hunter Files. 


Romance fans need not dismay, we have plenty more 
to offer you as well, starting with The Pirate’s Lady, a 
captivating fantasy romance from author Julia Knight. 
Coleen Kwan pens a captivating steampunk romance 
in Asher’s Invention, and fans of m/m will be invested 
in Alex Beecroft’s emotional historical novella His 
Heart’s Obsession. 


If it’s a little naughty time you're longing for, be sure 
to check out Lilly Cain’s Undercover Alliance, a sizzling 
science-fiction erotic romance. 


We're proud to showcase these returning authors, and 
the amazing books they’ve written. We hope you'll 
join us as we move into our third year of publishing, 
and continue to bring you stories, characters and 
authors you can love! 


We love to hear from readers, and you can email us 
your thoughts, comments and questions to 
generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also 
interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our 
blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page. 


Happy reading! 


~Angela James 
Executive Editor, Carina Press 


Wwww.carinapress.com 
www.twitter.com/carinapress 
www.facebook.com/carinapress 
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Chapter One 


Aboard HMS Swiftsure, at anchor 
1752 


“Mmm...oh...yes.” 

Robert Hughes stirred on his cot. They were at 
anchor and the night was still and quiet, or he would 
not have been able to hear the low murmuring of Hal’s 
voice from the next cabin. Tropical heat suffused the 
wooden womb in which he lay, made him kick off his 
one sheet and sit up. 

He had never claimed to be a good man. Quite the 
opposite, he was as deep-dyed a rogue as a man 
could hope to meet in the British Royal Navy. So he 
did not hesitate to swing himself out of the narrow 
coffin of his bunk, land light-footed on the warm 
planks, and gently move aside the sea chest that lay 
against the canvas partition wall. 

“Ah...” It was a little insinuating murmur, hot as the 
night, Hal’s woodwind-deep voice broken from its 
daylight authority and gasping, breathless and needy. 
“Please...” 

I’m doing this for his own good. Behind the chest, 
the canvas wall had been ripped, and a hole half the 
size of Robert’s fist stood out from the shaping 
battens. He had found it there six months ago and not 
reported it, because sometimes—like tonight—the 
wanting grew too much. Then he would draw the 
chest back and kneel here, with his face to the gap, 
watching Hal Morgan sleep. 

It was a stolen intimacy, but those were the only 
kind he had so he cherished them. 


Hal had a child’s fear of darkness—he slept with a 
lantern freshly trimmed above him. Always had, in all 
the five years they had served together. Indeed, it was 
his shadow on the white canvas—his silhouette, dark 
against the pale background, that moved as he 
moved, bending down to unbuckle shoes, drawing its 
shirt over its head, showing itself, slender and well 
shaped and unselfconscious—that had moved Robert 
to encourage the fraying hole. 

Even now he would touch the silhouette and 
imagine touching Hal’s spirit or his naked skin. He 
dreamed about it at times—of Hal asleep in the other 
room, and his shadow reaching out from the wall, 
coming to enfold Robert and fill with tenderness all 
the places inside that ached when he watched it. 

But it seemed Hal had his own dreams. 

Scrunched up in the tight corner of his tiny room, 
Robert kissed the fabric, then put his eye to the hole. 
Dim lantern light seemed bright to him after the 
darkness of his own sleep. He made out Hal’s sheet, 
crumpled on the floor where he had kicked it off, 

allowed himself to look up by careful degrees, 
rationing the torment and anticipation. 

Hal’s hand first—held at an awkward angle where 
his elbow must be jammed into the raised edges of 
the cot. Such beautiful hands he had—expressive, 
mobile, clever hands, tanned and capable. Awake, 
they punctuated his speech with movement and 
emotion—exclaiming, illustrating, never still. Here, 
drawn in sepia by the brown light, his fingers clenched 
and released as though they held tight to a lover’s 
flesh. 

Quietly, Robert reached up and touched the place 
on his own shoulder where Hal clung demandingly to 
his dream-lover. A wave of arousal, oily as despair, 
curled up from his balls to his throat, drying his 


mouth. / should stop looking. He would knock me 
down if he knew. 

But his gaze travelled on upwards to where he could 
see the curve of Hal’s throat, his head tilted back, his 
neck offered in submission to his lover’s mouth. Only 
the top of his chest was visible above the side of the 
bunk, the neckline of his nightshirt askew enough to 
show flesh as pale as his linen and sweat like a dew of 
gold in the lantern light. 

Hal lay on his back, his legs pulled up, one resting 
against the hull, the other against the board of the 
cot. His shirt had fallen down to pool in his lap, leaving 
the braced lines and undefended skin of those long 
legs bare to Robert’s gaze. Never had a thief more 
cherished a stolen intimacy than Robert cherished 
this. He personally slept half-clothed, breeches on, to 
be prepared for any emergency in the night, but now 
he stroked a hand up his inner thigh, pretending it was 
Hal’s bare leg. Fumbled at the buttons of his fly, 
pressing now uncomfortably hard against his aching 
yard. 

“Nnh! Oh, please. Please!” 

Hal’s mouth was soft, half-parted. His tongue 
touched his lower lip as if licking off the savour of a 
kiss, but his eyes were pinched closed, his brow 
creased as if in pain. His low whisper had grown 
louder, taken on a growl of frustration. Even—to the 
sensitive ears of a man obsessed by his moods—an 
edge of tears. 

Not even in his dreams, Robert thought, soothing 
the ache between his own legs with a practised hand, 
does his imaginary lover make him happy. | would. | 
would if he would let me. | would take that invitingly 
open mouth and fill it with bliss. l’'d worship him from 
that vainly offered arse to... God, how I'd fill that until 
he screamed. 

“Please. Oh W...” 


Bloody hell, he was going to say it! Robert’s fantasy 
burst like a sail in a storm. Hal was dreaming, he 
didn’t know his voice had risen, and he was going to 
say it out loud. Oh, please, William. And God alone 
knew who else was listening in idly in the dead of 
night when there was no other source of 
entertainment. Boult was as close on the other side as 
Robert was on this, and Boult would have quite a 
different reaction to learning of Hal’s fantasies than 
Robert did. 

Buttoning himself back up quickly, Robert rose stiffly 
from his knees, lurched out of his cabin’s sliding door. 
There was a light under Boult’s door—he was awake. 
Must be listening by now. Bloody hell. Robert crashed 
into the wall by Hal’s cabin, loud as he could. Then, to 
be sure, he made a noisy performance of rolling back 
the door and fell against the sword-belt hung up inside 
with a great jangle. 

When he looked up, it was to find Hal sitting, shirt 
pulled down over his knees, dark eyes startled and 
haunted with something worse than sleep. Awake, 
thank God, and unincriminated. Now all that remained 
was for Robert to get himself out of here without 
casting suspicion upon himself, and at that he was 
infinitely practised, having been something of a 
prankster since before he was breeched. That time at 
university, for example, when he had put down turf in 
young Smalting’s room and filled it with sheep. That 
had been most amusing. 

So as Hal exclaimed, “Hughes? What on earth?” 
Robert feigned drunkenness, grabbed for the 
doorjamb as if to hold himself up, and slurred, 
“What're you doing in my cabin?” 

The brief glimpse of Hal’s misery, flayed and tender, 
was whisked away, to be replaced with a more familiar 
irritation. He had, Robert thought, the kind of face on 
which anger looked as enthralling as a smile. 


“You woke me up, you sot! Your cabin is next door. 
Idiot!” 

It was something just to have that fierce regard 
concentrated entirely on him. Robert clung on harder 
and smiled. Hal’s hair had been mussed by the pillow, 
crushed gold. He never got a chance to see it in the 
daytime because of the wigs. He could stand here and 
look forever, and as he now had a perfectly good 
excuse, that was what he did. 

Hal shook his head and gave a small, long-suffering 
smile. “You’re drunk as David’s sow, aren’t you? Did 
you hear any of that? Next door. Your cabin is next 
door.” He reached for the housecoat that lay across 
the foot of the bed. “Do you need me to take you?” 

Oh yes. Come back to my bed with me. Let me show 
you what I’m really thinking. l'Il banish that phantom 
from you. l'Il burn it away. 

But no. If the others hadn’t been listening before, 
they certainly were now, and this was not the place, 
or time. It never was. “Sorry. No. | can... Don’t need 
any help. Perfectly capable of bedding to my walk on 
my own.” 

The thought weighed him down as he returned to 
his own humid, empty bed, spoiled his satisfaction in a 
rescue so neatly pulled off. It never was the time to 
tell Hal how he felt. When would it ever be? 


Chapter Two 


Kingston, Jamaica 


Hal’s excitement had reached the stage of physical 
discomfort. His heart fluttered beneath his 
breastbone, his breath came short and unsatisfying, 
leaving him gasping the fetid air as though he’d been 
running, and the sweat ran down his back, soaked his 
waistband and flanks until he feared it would seep 
through his heavy woollen coat. 

A cloud of dust enveloped him, and from it there 
came the sound of hooves, making him step back and 
press himself against the front wall of Kingston’s only 
milliner. He caught a glimpse of a high-stepping pale 
horse with madness in its eye, its little black jockey in 
his once-crisp uniform holding on tight to its reins. The 
boy’s eyes were alight with joy on this day of all days 
when he was mounted and feted like a king, and Hal 
found himself echoing the smile, and the hope that 
went with it. 

He checked his reflection in the sash windows of the 
shop. It was as he feared. This morning he had 
allowed his hopes to overpower his good judgment 
and powdered his face as well as his wig. Now the 
whole layer, in Jamaica’s humid heat, threatened to 
Slide off and soil his collar. He dug his handkerchief 
out and busied himself wiping it off. 

The handkerchief was filthy before he’d finished, 
leaving him piebald, as though he had caught leprosy. 
His racing heart gave a sad lurch into his mouth and 
came down trailing a feeling of nausea. He could not 
be seen by William...no, even in his thoughts, that was 


too close a familiarity to be allowed. He could not be 
seen by Captain Hamilton looking like this. What 
would he think of me? And today, when he made such 
a point of desiring to meet me alone? 

Hal closed his eyes, the better to stamp down on the 
rush of delight, yearning and pre-emptive despair. 
When he opened them again it was to see a second 
handkerchief, held out to him like a lifeline by his 
friend, Miss Isobel Kent. 

Her mother, behind her in the door, held a silk- 
covered hatbox in both arms and smiled on him 
benignly. “Good day to you, Lieutenant Morgan.” 

“Good day to you, Mrs. Kent, Miss Isobel.” He 
bowed, they curtseyed, and then he took the 
handkerchief from Isobel’s insistent hand. 

“It is very hot today,” she said. “I envy you that you 
can simply scrape it all off. I’ve been telling Mama 
that it’s all very well in the cool climate of England, 
but that here—” 

Mrs. Kent narrowed her eyes. “Here it is incumbent 
upon us all to remember that we are English and not 
to fall into native ways.” But even she sighed at the 
light and dust and heat of the street. “Though | must 
say that | do not relish the thought of carrying this hat 
through town on a race day. Stay there a moment, and 
| will arrange for the boy to deliver it instead.” 

With her eyes turned from him, Hal finished cleaning 
his face. “Is it quite...?” 

Isobel took the wipe from him and dabbed gently at 
the corner of his eye, causing Midshipmen Fleming 
and Smith—who were passing—to reel away, giggling. 
“Powder, Hal?” Isobel asked, ignoring them, “You 
surprise me. | thought you were above such vanities.” 

“I should have been,” he agreed, pausing to say a 
cheerful good day and exchange the obligatory 
remarks upon the weather with Miss Graham, Miss 
Emma Graham and Miss Frances Graham as they 


came trooping out like so many ducklings behind their 
elderly governess. Ugly girls, all of them, but more 
likely to find a husband here than at home. 

Once everyone had agreed that the dust was 
intolerable, and that next year a committee should be 
formed for dampening the streets with seawater 
before the races began, they were led off towards the 
shoemakers. Hal found himself so breathless that he 
had to lean against the wall. 

“You are not yourself today,” Isobel remarked, still 
with that look on her face as though she had seen 
jonquil ribbons paired with a chartreuse dress. “What 
has happened to make my dashing warrior come over 
as faint as a maiden on her wedding day?” 

“It is simply the heat.” 

“Ah, because heat such as this is so rare in the 
Caribbean.” She laughed, and having squirreled her 
handkerchief away in her voluminous skirts, she 
brought out a fan and tapped him on the arm with it. 
“Perhaps you should have not worn your heavy dress 
coat or done your best lace cravat so strangling tight. 
If you would know what | think...! think you are 
dressed to go wooing. You look very fine, very manly. 
l'm sure she will be favourably impressed.” 

“It’s...” Now embarrassment was added to the ever- 
present edge of fear in his chest, the little hook that 
caught at the flesh of his lungs every time a man 
looked at him. 

A recollection caught him unawares, of the night 
when he had awoken from lurid dreams to find Hughes 
watching him, as though seeing something that dazed 
him. For a moment he hadn’t known he was awake, 
had thought the dream had shifted into stranger 
paths, unexplored but intriguing, and then the fear 
had stabbed him through the stomach, as it so often 
did when he found Hughes’s eyes upon him. Does it 
show? My vice, my affliction, does it show? 


No. No, it must not, for Hughes had smiled. 

“Nothing of the sort. | came only to view the races. 
And...and | have an invitation to Miss Chapman’s ball 
and no wish to go back to my lodgings in between to 
change.” 

Isobel gave him a sly look concealed from the shop 
doorway by the top of her fan. “Of course. | have often 
found that a day spent sweating into my ballgown in 
an environment of ever-present dust and horseshit is 
the best way to give it that recherché touch for the 
evening. Miss Chapman will be pleased.” 

Her teasing amused him at other times. Now, not so 
much. He could feel his mouth go hard, like a horse 
stubborn against the bit. Seeing it, her expression 
softened in sympathy. And then it touched, briefly, on 
revelation, as though she had understood all, before 
she curtseyed for someone behind him. He had only 
started turning, a kind of painful delight leaping in his 
throat, when Captain Hamilton took him by the elbow 
—actually touched him, closing a strong, square hand 
around his forearm—and bent down—he was so tall! — 
to say, “Hal. | might have known you would be with a 
pretty young woman.” 

He called me by my name, Hal thought, despising 
himself for the fierce joy he felt at the fact, yet still 
trying to concentrate all his thought on that, and none 
of it on the second sentence, the captain’s assumption 
that he and Isobel had been flirting like any normal 
couple. 

Why should the captain not assume such a thing? 
He was the epitome of a man, and he did Hal honour 
by assuming that Hal was as normal as himself. It was 
certainly safest that he should continue to assume it. 
But... 

Oh, dear God, the man was so beautiful, slender and 
refined as a sword blade, turned out with a perfection 
Hal could not hope to mimic despite all his efforts. He 


even looked cool and fresh, with his shirt crisp and his 
wig gleaming, and his grey-green eyes bracing as a 
northern sea. His lower lip was plumper than the 
upper, and Hal felt instinctively that the slight 
irregularity must vex him. He’d offer to push it back 
inside, to even them up with his tongue, if only 
Hamilton would give him a single sign the gesture 
would be welcome. 

Hal shook himself. The captain had said something 
and was looking at him now with a polite gaze, waiting 
for a reply. His lips tilted upwards with amusement as 
the seconds went by, and those stormy eyes filled 
with genuine warmth. “I shall not blame him for being 
distracted,” Hamilton said, bowing to Isobel gallantly, 
“but we have a matter of some delicacy to discuss, so 
| will ask you to cede him to me for today.” 

“Be kind to him,” she replied, with an almost 
maternal expression, strange on such a young face. It 
was a look compounded of fondness, worry and 
something secretly bleak. 

Hal wondered what it was and determined to ask— 
another day. Not now, when she was all that stood in 
the way of himself and William spending a day 
together, not as commander and servant, but as 
friends. 

“He will tell you otherwise, in some proud attempt at 
stoicism, but he is a little under the weather today, 
and I’m sure would appreciate your solicitude.” 

| do not appreciate yours, madam! Hal would have 
kicked her, had she been a man, for drawing attention 
to his weakness. He had to hope that the heat at least 
would be blamed for his flush. 

“Farewell then,” she said, “until this evening, for | 
am at Miss Chapman’s ball too. Mark me down for the 
third dance and don’t forget this time. | am owed it 
after the embarrassment of last week.” 


She seized a crossing sweeper to make her a way 
across the crowded street and was instantly 
swallowed up in the race-day crowd. At once, alone 
with the man he idolised, Hal felt dangerously, 
wantonly exposed. 

“You do look a trifle flushed.” Hamilton leaned down 
again to peer into his face. Their breath mingled—the 
captain had been chewing cloves and smelled sweet. 
“Are you sure you're up to this?” 

The concern warmed him from the inside out, even 
while he was cursing the shame of it. /am not a 
maiden to swoon on the sidewalk and be picked up in 
your strong arms, sir. But oh Lord, if | was, | should do 
it at once. | should faint away so you could carry me, 
clutched to your chest, with my face tucked into your 
neck and your heaving heartbeat under my lips. 

He took a deep breath and shook himself, mentally. 
These were unworthy thoughts for a lieutenant in His 
Majesty’s Navy. “It’s nothing, sir. I’m finding the heat 
oppressive, that’s all.” 

Hamilton smiled. His smiles were rare and all the 
sweeter for it, and Hal was not the only one of his 
crew who would have walked through fire to receive 
one. That slight upturn of the lips was held in reserve 
for a perfect broadside, or a dashing cutting out 
expedition or an impeccable spread of sail, and all his 
ship had grown to see it as worth a thousand words of 
praise from a more effusive man. “Then let us go and 
walk by the sea.” 

Hal was instantly contrite. “Forgive me, sir. | thought 
you wished to see the races. I’ve been speaking to 
many of the owners—|I can give you a deal of inside 
information if you wished to hazard a guinea or two on 
a bet.” 

Hamilton’s smile broadened until it crinkled his 
eyes. “I ask you to come to the races, and you have 
identified your enemy’s weaknesses and drawn up a 


battle plan for me already. | could not wish for a better 
officer. Thank you.” 

The praise knocked him off what little balance he 
retained. He had wished for words like these, without 
ever imagining he might hear them. Was it at all likely 
that Hamilton reflected some of his dedication, some 
of his adoration? Was it possible that a man so 
upright, so impeccable, might feel something of the 
yearning that turned every waking second of Hal’s life 
into torment? 

“But today, | don’t wish to speak to the First 
Lieutenant,” the captain continued, taking Hal’s arm 
again and leading him towards the coast and the 
ruined glory that was sunken Port Royal. “I wish to 
speak to my young friend Hal. Man to man, as it 
were.” He lowered his voice to a confiding softness, 
leaning in again, so that Hal could see the feathery arc 
of his sandy-brown eyelashes, the suggestion of faded 
freckles on his cheek. 

He would kiss them too, every one, if he was only 
given the chance. Just that—almost chaste kisses, 
nothing to frighten, nothing to condemn. He would not 
—of course not—trouble the captain with the kind of 
lewd and unseemly imaginings he suffered at night in 
his bunk. What he felt for William was pure. Pure! And 
damn his treacherous body for wishing otherwise. 

“You will understand that | desire this to be very 
private between us. There are few men | would trust 
as | do you.” 

Hal dared not hope, and yet the hope was there, 
clawing against its restraints in the pit of his heart. 
What if he has noticed I love him? What if he returns 
it? | would dare anything for him. If he were only to 
touch me... 

“You are a popular fellow with the ladies. And why 
should you not be, for you are a well-made young man 
and eloquent with it.” 


Hal was leaning forward now to hear the whispered 
confidences. He could feel the heat of the other man’s 
Skin on his own, and his faintness had returned, 
breathless, exhilarated, terrified. Oh, please. 

“lam neither of these things. Yet | have had the 
temerity to fall in love—” 

Please! 

“—-with a young lady. She is every grace together 
personified—” 

The words wrapped around Hal’s ribs and pulled 
tight, crueller for the hope. It was as though he had 
been snagged in a loop of anchor cable as it weighed, 
and his chest was taking the strain of tons upon tons 
of cold iron. 

Thank God you at least made no sign of what you 
really felt. He knows no more than he did. A man like 
that—you knew all along he was too perfect to be 
what you are. You would have thought worse of him if 
he was. Now at least he still thinks you are his friend. 
That ts honour enough. 

| don’t want to be his fucking friend! 

But if it is alll can have? 

“You will let me tell you a little about her?” 
Hamilton’s eyes were without guile, oblivious, still as 
clear as water. “And then perhaps you will give me 
some advice in how to win her? If anyone can charm 
the maidens to his hand, it is you.” 

Hal forced a smile and stood up straighter, 
neatening the fall of his coat. He no longer felt so very 
hot now that the cold deadweight of despair was back, 
chilling his blood from the inside. “Of course, sir. 
Whatever | can do to help or please you. You only 
have to ask.” 

Sometimes it was clear enough he was born to be 
damned. They said, didn’t they, that there were only a 
chosen few singled out for salvation, and it became 
clearer and clearer that he was not one of them. How 


strange, though, that a good God would do so 
repugnant a thing as to create a man already destined 
to burn. It were better, surely, that he had not lived at 
all. 

But if it was his destiny—inescapable—to go to hell, 
he wasn’t sure it could hurt any more than this. It 
would be a relief, perhaps, to have it over with and the 
hope gone, for it was the hope, the possibility of 
happiness held out and then snatched away again, 
that was cruellest of all. 

He thought, madly, while he listened to the man he 
loved praise the virtues of the woman he loved, that it 
would be good to confess. If only he could tell 
someone the truth of what he was, stop this endless 
pretence. If only—just once—he could be open about 
his true desires, it might almost be worth the 
inevitable condemnation. 

If he looked into the future, he saw only more of 
this. Or the gallows. And the gallows was beginning to 
look like the better choice. 


Chapter Three 


Aboard HMS Swiftsure, off the Virgin Isles 


“You bastard son of a maggot and a weevil!” 

Startled at Hal’s bellow by his ear, Robert jerked. 
The sextant slipped from his grip. With a wild lunge, 
he snatched the instrument out of the air before it fell 
over the ship’s rail into the green ocean, and turned to 
see what could possibly be wrong now. 

They had been at sea two days since the last 
landfall—the worst of this West Indies station was the 
island-hopping involved. No blue-water sailing at all, 
no months at sea, where the soothing rhythm of day 
upon day of naval routine might quiet a crew’s 
restiveness and weld them into a unit. No, the West 
Indies station was all small journeys interrupted by 
anchorage, and even those journeys were as likely as 
not to be fretted by encounters with the French and 
the Spanish and the Dutch, and pirates of every 
nation. The tension took its toll. And Hal—Hal had 
been vibrating with it ever since they left Kingston. 

Robert’s quick look disclosed no enemy ship on the 
horizon. The trouble was on board then. Swiftsure’s 
deck gleamed the silver-white of well-seasoned oak, 
ruled, like a child’s copy book, in perfectly straight 
black lines of pitch and oakum caulking. Under this 
infernal heat the pitch melted, bleeding tacky black 
liquid across the carefully scrubbed planks. As Robert 
moved, his shoe stuck to the nearest line. He yanked 
his foot free, scowling, and looked up at the 
dangerous tangle of the sails. 


Below the main yard, the mainsail had escaped its 
gaskets and unfurled. With a sound like a bone 
breaking, it snapped in the wind, slamming into one of 
the ship’s boys, sending him flying. While sailors 
picked up and soothed the child, Hal—fists clenched 
and the veins in his neck bulging—bellowed at the 
mainmast crew. “If | was to get the doctor to saw open 
your heads, we’d be a fortnight looking for your 
brains. Now get back up there and reef it properly!” 

A line of blood shone crimson on Hal’s lip where 
he’d bitten it, his blue coat pulled in parallel lines 
across the bunched muscles of his shoulders, and his 
knuckles vied with the whiteness of his cuffs. In this 
brisk wind he had taken off his wig, lest the expensive 
thing be blown overboard, and his uncovered hair 
shone gold around his bold face, his expression vivid 
with scorn. 

Robert tried to suppress his own anger at the sight. 
This would not do—Hal was too fine to be this 
miserable—and it was as clear as day to him that it 
was misery that powered Hal’s anger, cutting as a 
lash across the back. He had not been so harsh when 
Robert joined the ship. Though he’d never quite taken 
to Robert, he’d laughed in other men’s company in 
those days, guided the boys with a firm but gentle 
hand, sometimes even stood up in the wardroom, 
when the ship was at peace, and sung. 

It had been months now since his voice had done 
anything but scold, and since they had come back 
from leave in Kingston his ill humour had begun to 
affect the crew, spilling out of him like vitriol—burning 
whoever it touched. The other officers murmured 
about him in the off watches, and the men told 
themselves, with increasing sincerity, that he had 
been possessed by a devil—that going against him 
was as futile as going against Old Hob himself. 


Passing the sextant to a nervous youngster, Robert 
took a careful step forward and stretched out his hand 
to touch Hal’s blue sleeve. Look at me, Hal. Why can’t 
you look at me instead of him? I’d soothe that ache 
beneath your heart. I’d put a smile back on your face. 
Look at me. “Lieutenant Morgan? May I—” 

Rough wool grazed his fingers as Hal shrugged him 
off. Hal’s gaze swept across the deck and fastened 
helplessly on the captain. Gazing imploringly up, like a 
child pleading for sweetmeats, Hal waited for 
approval. Robert ground his heel into the caulking. It 
yielded reluctantly, like flesh. He knew that clumsiness 
with the sails deserved rebuke—putting lives in 
danger as it did—and he wouldn’t have questioned 
Hal’s actions if it wasn’t for this. If it wasn’t that 
beneath the surface Hal was dying of thirst, drinking 
the saltwater of Hamilton’s approval in gulps, even 
though it would burst his stomach, prolong his 
torment and make him every day a little crueller. Stop 
it! 

Captain Hamilton gave the tiniest of nods, his hat 
barely moving a minute of arc, his face untroubled. 
Hal bowed his head in return and, when Hamilton 
looked away, he pressed his fingertips to his eyes. 
Straightening up as if his spine hurt, he turned back to 
his duties. 

At the sight, the pressure of five years spent 
helplessly watching unrequited love destroy Hal’s life 
finally reached bursting point inside Robert, shattering 
his patience into wreckage and flying splinters. Robert 
had given Hal ample time to get over this, or even—if 
the miracle could be worked at all—to achieve his 
heart’s desire. And all Hal had done in that time was 
to sink slowly deeper beneath the lake of poison in 
which he swam. 

Enough. Fair play be damned, it was Robert’s turn to 
make an attempt on the prize, let Hal armour himself 


as he liked. It could not go on. He would not allow it. 

Outrage mingled with Robert’s native irreverence, 
bursting out in a sound half snarl, half snort of 
laughter. You need to get laid, my lad, and I believe 
I’m just the man for the job. Steadying his sweat- 
damp hands on the ship’s rail, Robert scowled at the 
sea. And if it sweetens your temper, | dare say the 
crew can award me a medal afterward. 


Kingston, Jamaica 


Though the thought of persuading the ship’s cat—by 
means of fish guts—to claw up Hamilton’s wig in the 
night had a certain appeal, Hughes felt it was too 
petty for the occasion. Instead, he executed Plan B. 
Plan A involved romantic walks and Robert struggling 
to express his feelings in a manner connected to 
sunsets and the works of Horace. He had even gone 
as far as bookmarking several appropriate quotes 
before it occurred to him that Hal had no 
understanding of ancient languages, and Robert’s 
translations had always a tendency to get him 
punched. He was beginning to suspect that his 
unusual level of education might be a sore point for 
Hal. Best not to draw attention to it, then. Besides, 
even in schematic form, a plan revolving around love 
poetry sounded alternately too soppy and too risky. He 
guessed he would end up saying “Come back for a 
drink” anyway. Surely it would be better to start with 
that, and see what developed. 

Accordingly, once the Swiftsure returned to her 
berth in Kingston, Robert bought the best bottle of 
brandy he could find and a new coverlet for the bed in 
his boardinghouse. Like most of the officers, he 
considered Kingston—the squadron’s base of 
operations—his home, renting a room and paying a 
small retainer to have it kept for him when he was at 


sea. He therefore felt entitled to furnish it how he 
wished. Now he swept the spiders from its corners and 
shaved varying lengths off the legs of the single chair. 
Finally, he spent an hour before his glass, debating on 
neckcloths and powder. 

Fashion dictated that a gentleman should have a 
smooth oval face, skin as white as paper, and dark, 
intelligent eyes. He scowled at his reflection. It 
measured up in not one aspect—the cheekbones and 
jaw pronounced, his eyes caramel-coloured, too light a 
brown against the deplorable deep tan of a life at sea. 
Perhaps a little powder over his face would soften all? 
Make him at least half-acceptable to Hal in the dark? 

A flash of memory overcame him as he sat with his 
hand poised above the jar: Hal taking off his shirt in 
the dimness of his cabin, pale skin gleaming beneath 
the smoky lantern, nipples pink as his parted lips. 
Robert, crouched by the tear in the wall, had swayed 
forward until his nose hit the canvas, aching to get 
closer, thirsting to lick every inch like a cat with a bowl 
of milk. 

Breathing in sharp, Robert pushed the powder away. 
He knew Hal admired Hamilton’s patrician pallor, but 
it was too late for Robert to pretend to be anything he 
was not. Besides, Hal would notice it, wonder at it— 
probably aloud—and Robert was not ready to have 
that conversation with him in whatever public place 
Robert could contrive to make them meet. 

Finishing his toilet, he scoured his teeth clean with 
soot. Then he dabbed on scent, changed his mind and 
scrubbed most of it off again. Smelling half of civet, 
half of soap, he set out to hunt his prey to ground. 

That part proved encouragingly easy. Drawing a 
blank at the ship, Robert arrived at the Officer’s Club 
to find Hal composedly playing cards with Captain 
Jones of the Arial. Buying a mug of porter, Robert 
nudged a chair close to Hal’s and, on the pretext of 


advising him on his play, slid forward until their knees 
touched. 

Captain Jones played with imperturbable calm and 
gathered up farthings with a practised flourish. After 
the pile of coins in front of the captain reached 
toppling point, Robert checked his watch. Half past 
ten. 

He drained his cup, sighed and stretched. The 
candle flames in the wall sconces blurred into tawny 
dandelions as his eyes unfocused. His back uncricked 
with a little click. 

As he wondered if he should buy another round or 
create an excuse to leave, perhaps by “accidentally” 
spilling a drink or two, he discovered that if he moved 
his leg forward, his shin bumped against Hal’s calf. 
Touching the fine silk of Hal’s stocking provoked 
enticing visions. He might slip off his shoe, run his 
toes up that hard curve of flesh. If only he could duck 
beneath the table, slide both hands up Hal’s legs, feel 
the warmth and the slippery smoothness. Even the 
thought ignited little flashes of powder in his veins. 

“isn’t that right, Mr. Hughes?” Jones’s voice broke 
Robert’s sensual reverie like a pistol going off. 

“I’m sorry?” Frantically, he took stock. His foot was 
still in its shoe, his hands still where they belonged, on 
the beer mug. Any more incriminating evidence was 
concealed beneath his long waistcoat and coattails. So 
far, so good. But there was also the blank, shocked 
expression and the telltale ache about the cheeks that 
indicated he had been smiling vacantly into space for 
some time. 

Hal offered a friendly smirk that brought out the 
dimple in one cheek, his eyes the comforting brown of 
a bottle of stout. It was a worn and thin smile with an 
edge of the cynical, but it had been such a long time 
since Hal offered even that much that it made Robert 
dizzy and drunk with delight. / swear all I want is to 


make you smile more often, Hal. So don’t be angry 
with me for what I’m about to do. It’s for your own 
good, | promise. 

Screwing his courage to the sticking point, he bowed 
slightly to Jones and decided on the direct approach. 
“I’m sorry, Captain. My mind is not on the game. | am 
a thousand miles away. Might | beg your indulgence 
and leave it there for tonight? Worse—might | steal Mr. 
Morgan from you? | hoped for his advice in a...a 
private matter. If it wouldn’t inconvenience you too 
much.” 

Jones raised his grey eyebrows, wiggled them 
theatrically. “If l'm not much mistaken, there is a lady 
in the case.” 

Robert didn’t have to be a master actor to 
dissemble the blush. He really had been very obvious 
then. Thank goodness for the natural assumptions of a 
married man. “You're very perceptive, sir.” He 
watched coldness dampen Hal’s smile and his own 
grin faltered. “Can | ask your advice, Morgan? Will you 
come and take a glass or two with me and tell me 
what | am to do? How to proceed?” 

“Of course.” Hal’s clipped tone matched his false 
smile. “I would be glad to help.” 


x OK OK 


The front door snicked shut behind them. Robert 
wiped his sweating palms on the sleeves of his new 
coat and cursed the indigo stain that came off on his 
hands. 

Taking a few deep breaths to steady his voice, he 
lifted a candle from the branched stick on the hall 
table and said, casually, “I share the sitting room with 
a couple of other fellows. You won’t mind coming 
upstairs?” 


“I can’t think why you would want my advice.” Hal 
mounted the steps, shoved open the scuffed door and 
paused uncertainly in the darkness within. 

Pushing past, Robert placed the candle in the stick 
on his bedside table and offered the sabotaged chair. 
It was a low trick to play on a man he loved, but low 
tricks so often got him what he wanted that he’d 
never stopped to worry if they were justified. That 
being so, he couldn’t help but laugh inwardly at the 
look on Hal’s face when he sat—the disbelief and the 
attempts not to slide off. 

“I’m hardly conspicuously successful in love myself.” 
Hal’s frown deepened and the corners of his mouth 
thinned as he hitched himself backward for the second 
time in as many seconds. But there was a bitterness 
there no mere furniture could have caused. “Nor has 
my advice to the captain prospered.” 

The thought dashed Robert’s amusement as nothing 
else could. He hissed through his teeth, appalled. “You 
don’t mean Captain Hamilton asked you how to woo 
the Tillyard girl?” 

God above! Hal trailed after Hamilton like a puppy 
begging for scraps, and Hamilton blithely kicked him 
at every turn. He did not mean to, perhaps, but the 
captain could not have devised a crueller blend of 
friendship and rejection if he had made a study of it. 

“He honours me with his confidence and trust. It 
means the world to me.” Hal flinched from his own 
vehemence, pressed his fingers to his eyes. “Yet | 
admit | am a little weary of sympathising with his love 
affairs.” He gave a smile sharper than broken glass. 
“And now you ask me to do the same for you?” 

Robert opened the brandy and filled two blackjacks 
right to the top. A sudden desire to tell all seized him 
—the impulse to throw himself at Hal’s feet and quote 
poetry. He trembled on the brink of saying something 
beautiful about true love, preferably in Latin, but his 


courage gave out. “I’m sorry, Morgan, sorry to impose 
once more on your good nature, but | cannot say this 
to anyone else. You will understand why when | open 
the matter.” 

Beyond the window, the moon sailed out from a fog 
bank of clouds. Hal drank his brandy and gazed up at 
the stained, bone-coloured crescent until Robert 
closed shutters and curtains over it. Lighting a further 
candle in every sconce—a week’s pay of candles— 
Robert chased away the lunatic light, replaced it with 
warm gold. 

That done, he sat on the edge of the bed and toyed 
nervously with his wig. On or off? He believed he 
looked better with it—just recently his hair had begun 
to recede slightly—but if he took it off, it would echo 
the candles in encouraging an atmosphere of 
intimacy, and perhaps persuade Hal to do the same. 
He took it off. 

“It puzzles me that everyone should think I’m such 
an expert pilot in these waters.” A frown scored Hal’s 
forehead with two parallel lines. “I’m every bit as 
single as the rest of you.” 

The candles flickered, the gold and brown dusk of 
the room filling up with their sweet honey scent. 
Robert worried his lip between his teeth. Sure though 
he was of Hal’s inclinations, at this final pinch the 
terror of exposure burned its way down his backbone 
like a live ember creeping its way down a slow-match. 
| know I’m not wrong. But if | am...? 

Glancing up, he found Hal watching him with a look 
of wary despair, as if he too held back some all-or- 
nothing confession. The intimacy, it seemed, was 
encouraging a very different reaction to that for which 
he’d hoped, other secrets trembling on the brink of 
exposure. 

The end of the world, it seemed, was nigh, and what 
would come afterward? Heaven or hell? 


“Hughes, I... Please. | need to tell you something.” 

The words came just as Robert’s pent-up eloquence 
burst its banks. He couldn’t stop the flood until it was 
all out. “I’ve loved this young person for years now, 
unrequited. | believe my beloved thinks of me as a 
friend. A good friend, | hope. But it’s...it’s... For 
romantic purposes, | might not exist at all.” 

Hal’s lips disappeared as his mouth drew a clamped 
line of pain. His fingers tightened on his mug. “l 
wouldn’t wish that on anyone.” He stood up to take off 
his coat and, once he had folded it over the back of 
the chair, he abandoned its discomfort and—as 
planned—drifted slowly over to sit next to Robert on 
the bed, looking concerned. “You should tell her. Is she 
someone | know? Perhaps | should talk to her for you.” 

Almost from his first week on station Hal had 
attracted the young ladies of Jamaica as a flowering 
tree attracts hummingbirds. With his bright good 
looks, physical grace and, most of all, his air of 
romantic tragedy, he remained their darling years 
later, to the envy of the other officers. An excellent 
camouflage for his true nature. Robert could have told 
him that his throng of female admirers was the reason 
the squadron had a tendency to ask him for romantic 
advice. Yet how very abandoned he must feel—the 
unwanted centre of that whirl of intrigue and desire. 
Surrounded by love’s young dream, condemned 
himself to loneliness. 

Robert ached for Hal with a fierce, hot pain. He put a 
carefully casual hand on Hal’s knee, feeling the 
roughness of the heavy linen. The warmth of Hal’s 
flesh, seeping through it, travelled up his arm like 
flame eating along a fuse. So far, so good, and yet Hal 
had been about to tell him something. After all these 
years of being held at arm’s length, he had been 
about to confide in Robert as though he considered 
Robert a true friend. 


That was new. The plan could surely wait half an 
hour while he showed himself worthy of Hal’s trust. 
“Forgive me. You had something you wanted to tell me 
and | interrupted.” 

Robert refilled the brandy—splash of liquid, reeling 
pepper-hot smell—and raised his eyebrows 
enquiringly. “I’m at your service.” 

Hal looked away. “It isn’t important.” 

“It seemed grave enough to me.” 

The refusal ached a litthe—had the moment passed 
so quickly? But Robert took the chance to lean forward 
and slide his hand, in a friendly sort of way, up onto 
Hal’s white-clad thigh. Hal’s head came up, his eyes 
dark and startled. For a fleeting instant, Robert 
thought he saw realisation, understanding, until Hal 
gave a shudder and dropped his gaze to the surface of 
his liquor. 

“I have a moral dilemma of my own.” Setting his 
back against the wall, Hal pulled his knees up and 
wrapped an arm around them, seeming to huddle 
close inside his own skin against the cold of the outer 
world. “To tell the truth, it’s wearing me out. I...l am 
almost at the stage where any outcome, however 
unfortunate, would be preferable to continuing as | 
am. But if | were to tell you what troubles me, | don’t 
think you’d accept my help after.” 

Oh, God bless you. The splinter of heartache 
beneath Robert’s breastbone stabbed him again, 
joined to a joy almost equally sharp. He had guessed 
the secret—unaware of Robert’s nature, Hal was 
obviously nerving himself up to make the sort of 
confession that could lead to death. “Tell me, Morgan. 
You can trust me.” What will it be? “Hughes, old chap, 
you're pouring out your problems to a filthy sod. Don’t 
hurt me...please don’t hate me...” “Whatever it is. 
Nothing you say could damage my respect for you, | 
swear.” 


Robert smiled encouragingly, slipped his hand 
farther up Hal’s thigh. He hooked his thumb into the 
flap of Hal’s breeches and pulled it a little open. If the 
confession proved too hard, all Hal needed to do now 
was to nod. 

But Hal reared back, startled. His eyes rounded, 
wide and puzzled. “What...?” 

“PI tell you my secret if you tell me yours.” 

Robert leaned in until his nose scraped in the blond 
stubble of Hal’s cheek. He smelled salt and ambergris 
and the faint clean scent of Hal’s skin. Cupping Hal’s 
confused face between his hands, Robert tilted it and 
kissed him. Hal gasped, his lips parting in surprise, 
and Robert licked his way into Hal’s open mouth, 
tasting brandy and apples. Caught off guard, Hal’s 
first reaction was everything he’d hoped for, his hands 
coming up and gripping Robert’s arms, pulling close. 
Hal’s tongue touched his, tentatively, and the flicker 
of interest poured like fine liquor down his throat, 
pooled in liquid fire in his belly and groin. 

Warmth pulsed beneath Robert’s fingers from Hal’s 
furious flush. He slid one hand around the nape of 
Hal’s neck, fingers tangling in silk-sleek hair as he 
dragged the younger man closer. The other he 
dropped to Hal’s breeches, worrying the first button 
through the stiff material. Pleasure vibrated through 
him in a chord, his whole body singing like a plucked 
string. Oh, this was all going so very... 

Then Hal’s mind must have caught up with what his 
body was doing and reacted violently against it. He bit 
down hard on Robert’s tongue. Robert’s mouth 
exploded with pain and, when he recoiled, Hal shoved 
him away. 

“What the hell are you playing at?” Hal shouted. 

Robert swallowed, wincing. His tongue throbbed. 
The copper taste of blood mingled with the apples. His 
yard, once stiff and sore with wanting, drooped sadly 


at the pain and disappointment. “Was there any call 
for that?” He dabbed at the cut with the back of his 
hand. “There | am trying to tell you | love you, and you 
bite my damn tongue off. | have to say it’s not what | 
hoped. A man could feel hurt.” 

Hal slammed his fist down on the window ledge, 
scrambled off the bed and launched himself to his 
feet, where he stood gaping at Robert like a fish. A 
very angry fish. “You—you—I don’t know what to make 
of you! Are you mocking me? Because...” His fists 
clenched and he bared his teeth, but furious tears 
glimmered in his accusing eyes. “Don’t! So you 
guessed my shameful secret already? Well, you can 
have me hanged if you will. You can cut me dead if 
you will. But don’t /Jaugh!” 

Robert dabbed at his tongue again, the sting of salt 
from his fingers a distraction from the sensation of 
having thrown the dice badly and lost everything on 
the gamble. What was left except honesty, naked and 
inadequate though it was? “I’m not laughing, Morgan. 
This person I’m in love with? The one who doesn’t 
have the faintest idea of what I feel? It’s you, you fool. 
Didn’t you know? It’s always been you.” 

“No!” Hal punched the closed shutters. His knuckles 
split, and blood mixed with the flying flakes of paint 
and rust. “You can’t take anything seriously, can you? 
You'd laugh at your own mother’s funeral. | did hope 
this at least might be worthy of your considered 
attention, but no, you have to pull some strange 
prank. It isn’t funny. It never has been funny.” 

“I know. | Know that. You love Hamilton. | love you. 
It’s not terribly amusing for me either.” 

These words at least struck home. Hal raised his 
hands as if to cover his mouth and froze solid for a 
moment. A bead of blood welled, pooled and ran down 
his fingers, before he slumped against the wall. “What 
are you talking about?” 


Robert sighed, leaned forward, elbows on his knees, 
the pulse of desire slowing as he grappled with the 
attempt to convince a man who had suffered from his 
practical jokes in the past that this time he was 
sincere. Perhaps he should have taken this a little 
slower, convinced Hal of his friendship first? But that 
would have meant allowing the present misery to go 
on even longer, and he didn’t think he could have 
borne that. 

“You’ve had enough. I’m right, aren’t 1? Enough 
chasing, enough eating your heart out over a man 
who doesn’t know you exist, and to whom you would 
not dare speak if he did. You’ve had more than you 
can stand, and you thought ‘I’m sick of the pretence. 
Sick of monitoring every word and gesture in case 
they betray me. l'Il tell Hughes what I really am. It 
doesn’t matter if he sends me straight to the gallows 
because | honestly don’t care to live anymore. | just 
need one person in this whole damn world to talk to 
without having to lie.’ That’s it, isn’t it?” 

Hal froze again as though a freak arctic breeze had 
turned the blood in his veins to ice, barely even 
breathing, as though he could not think and be at the 
same time. Then his shoulders slumped and he 
admitted, very quietly, “Yes, that’s it.” 

“Is it impossible to believe | might feel the same?” 

Hal trudged to the chair, pulled it to himself and 
settled with a groan. It rocked on its uneven legs 
beneath him, tapping out a disapproving tattoo “Is it 
impossible to credit that you’re an invert like myself? 
God love you, Hughes, but I’ve known you say worse 
things in jest. Still, | can’t imagine you’d insist on it if 
it weren’t true, though it’s a shock. | never 
suspected.” The beaten softness in his voice took ona 
note of tension. “But love? Is it possible to believe you 
love me? No. No, it is not.” 


“Why?” Robert asked, gripping his new bedspread 
hard. Creases radiated out from his palm like cracks in 
ice. 

“What is this?” Hal waved a contemptuous hand at 
the carefully shuttered windows, the suspiciously large 
brandies, the sabotaged chair. He rose and knocked it 
to the ground, his lip twisting with disdain. “You know 
what | feel about Hamilton? The hopeless purity? The 
daily martyrdom? If that’s love, what’s this? What has 
love to do with luring a man to your room with 
sympathy and then getting him so drunk he forgets 
how to say no? Love? | should want a great deal of 
proof before | even accept that you know what the 
word means.” 

Grabbing his coat from the floor, Hal stormed out, 
slamming the door so hard behind him that flakes of 
plaster fell from the wall. The front door closed with a 
second violent bang. Sinking down on the bed, Robert 
ran a hand comfortingly over the crumple in his new 
counterpane. Then he tossed back the brandy in both 
cups and began on the bottle. 


Chapter Four 


Kingston, Jamaica 


That...that horse-faced, canting jackanapes! Hal 
hurled himself down the stairs and out into the night. 
Its faint coolness did nothing to soothe his temper—he 
carried disbelief and insult and outrage under his 
breastbone like a tiny world of agony, and his mouth 
burned and ached with a touch-memory as intense as 
if he’d bitten into a chilli fruit. 

His fury drove him along Parade Street, under a 
moon like a coin dug out of an old grave. The trickle of 
the gutter in the centre of the street, where Kingston’s 
foul water swept away down towards the harbour, 
looked pure in this light—quicksilver and dark. Along 
the outer edges of the street, daisies nodded in their 
grass banks, little white flowers furled up tight as they 
Slept. It was a respectable district—the sailors and 
their whores who laughed and danced down at the 
docks, and who would be dancing and fucking ‘til 
dawn, might have been a world away, not merely a 
few streets. 

Hal thought of joining them, taking off his uniform 
and finding a tavern where he could get drunk and 
sing shanties and drown out his incessant regret with 
animal pleasures. There must be a sailor, somewhere, 
who'd pin him up against a wall and fuck him, given 
drink enough and assurances that no one would know. 
Maybe that would chase away the unwelcome heat 
Hughes had set into his bones, let him purge it and be 
done. 


But if he was going to settle for that, why not go 
back and put Hughes to the test? Why not go back 
and call his bluff—find out exactly how far he had 
been lying, the bastard! The fucking bastard! 

His hurrying steps brought him out into the great 
emptiness of Kingston’s central parade square. Here, 
where no lamps hung before the houses, the swathe 
of stars above him shone out undimmed, cooling his 
temper. His steps slowed, and departing anger took 
with it his sense of purpose. 

Fucking Hughes. Why would he keep intruding 
himself on Hal’s mind and heart when Hal was trying 
so hard to be pure for William, to think of nothing but 
William, as a man in love ought to do? Why did he 
have to work so hard to hate the man? It should come 
naturally, after everything he’d suffered at Hughes’s 
hands. 

He remembered when they first met. “We’ve been 
given the honour of receiving a man of learning,” 
Hamilton had said, with that small, ironic tilt to one 
eyebrow that in him passed as amusement. 
“University educated, and polished in mathematics 
and navigation in the King’s School. | will have to give 
him to you to din some practicality into him. I’m sure 
you can show him the ropes.” 

“Of course, sir,” he’d said, unimpressed, but already 
making plans to turn the man into the best sailor he 
could. “Though I do not see how such a man deserves 
to come aboard as a lieutenant. How can he have 
served his sea time? How can he know how to gauge 
the temper of the men, or to read the sea and the ship 
—to feel her life through the soles of his feet? How can 
he be fit to command without those things?” 

Hamilton sighed. “There, | have no answer for you. | 
trust you to teach him these things also. He is your 
chick, to be raised as you will...” The captain lowered 
his head into his hand and pinched the bridge of his 


nose. “But, Morgan, it says here that he is to be 
received into the Swiftsure as first lieutenant.” 

Even now, Hal could feel again the outrage like the 
taste of blood in his mouth. “/am first lieutenant! | 
have earned it, | have served my time. How? How can 
that be?” 

Hamilton had actually reached out and closed his 
hand around Hal’s fist, and that too he could feel to 
this day, as though the touch had entered under his 
Skin like ink in a tattoo. “His father had his name 
entered on the books of several ships even while he 
was in actuality ashore. He has, on paper, more sea 
time than you do, though he has never set foot on a 
ship before today.” 

“That is—” 

“I know. And I will fight this for you, Morgan. | shall 
not see you disadvantaged thus by some Admiralty 
lickspittle. But in the meantime, consider, this is what 
the Army must face all the time—rich young idiots 
buying their commissions, foisted on fighting men who 
know better. At least | Know | may trust all my other 
officers, and | know | may rely on you to bring this one 
up to scratch also. Will you accept the task?” 

To train my own replacement? Hal wondered now if 
that had been the day when the fiery, beautiful thing 
he felt for Hamilton had begun to turn sour. It was 
unfair to blame Hughes for that too, but he was not 
feeling like being fair tonight. “Of course, sir,” he had 
said, resentment like a splinter in his throat, and gone 
out at Hamilton’s side to look at the prodigy, already 
with a view to criticise. 

The young man blessed with such an 
accommodating father had been standing in a posture 
that on Hamilton would have looked elegant—one foot 
turned out, hand on his sword, just as though he was 
posing for his portrait. On him it looked pretentious. 


He had an equine face, and smiled over-easily, 
familiar and insinuating. 

“| understand you have taken my seniority, Mr. 
Hughes,” Hal had said. “But | nevertheless expect you 
to take my instruction from now on until | deem you fit 
to command.” 

And perhaps it had been a slightly aggressive way 
to begin, but Hughes’s coffee-coloured eyes did not 
have to light up with mocking laughter, and he did not 
have to reply “Di immortales virtutem approbare, non 
adhibere debent,” and grin like a hyena while Hal was 
standing dumbly, feeling stupid and small, resentful 
and very hard done by. 

Fucking Hughes. 

In the centre of the parade square, four great wells 
went down deep into the earth and a chill air came off 
them, so that it was pleasant to sit there, or to lean 
one’s arms on the lips of the wells and look down. 
Ferns grew in their depths, and at noon one could see 
the sun reflected like a shield of gold hundreds of feet 
down. Tonight he could not make out the stars on the 
still water, but the cool, damp breeze eased some of 
his irritation, allowed him to stop moving for a while, 
sit down and draw breath. 

It took an unconscionably long time for him to calm 
himself, sitting with his fingers pressed to his mouth, 
where he thought he could still feel the graze of bristle 
in a stinging tingle along his upper lip. When he did 
finally manage to stop the voice of panic in his head, 
other less comfortable thoughts came crowding after 
it. 

For if he hated Hughes, pure and simple as that, 
why had he gone to him with this terrible confession? 
Why, for that matter, did Hughes still fret him so after 
years of serving together? Any other man he would 
have grown used to by now, learned to tolerate his 
foibles and work around them. Only Hughes got under 


his skin so, left him feeling raw and exposed, and 
visible in a way no one else did. 

And with all this, despite the hint Isobel had given 
him that she would prove a safer confidant, he had 
still gone to Hughes to blurt out his tale of obsession, 
in the hope of being comforted, or at least 
understood. 

He bowed his head into his hands and tried to rub 
away the incipient headache. What exactly had just 
happened? He’d run from it as though the world were 
cracking open and a devil scrambling out of the abyss 
to chase him. But why? What was so very intolerable 
that he dared not stay to hear it? Had fucking Hughes 
really said “I love you” to him? Was it at all possible 
that he could really mean it? That it wasn’t all a cruel 
joke? 

The wind, blowing from the harbour, brought a 
carillon to his ears as the anchored ships struck eight 
bells in the first watch. Over on the other side of 
Parade Square, a well-dressed young gentleman 
walked his pale horse past the city graveyard, looking 
like a ghost himself in his silvery-grey suit beneath the 
moon. 

Hal breathed deep of the damp, cool air, trying to 
shift the clenched fist that—these days—had taken up 
permanent residence in his chest. He had a feeling 
that if he reached in and prised the fingers apart, he 
would find the pressure had turned his heart to black 
ooze. “Lift up your hearts,” they said in church, and he 
always saw himself holding up a double handful of 
stinking tar. 

He should be grateful. The thought struck him with a 
feeling of surprise. Hadn’t he just been wishing for a 
confidant? For someone to talk to who would not have 
to be lied to? And here he had one, close at hand, in 
the very next cabin to his. Wasn’t that a boon? Ought 
he not to be glad? 


Well, yes, he thought, the anger turning like the tide 
and flooding back. If only it hadn’t been Hughes. 
Hughes, who he couldn’t trust to keep his mouth shut. 
Hughes, who was clearly every part the predatory 
monster the pamphlets claimed of his kind of man. 
Hughes—to whom he could not confide anything 
without fearing it would later find itself immortalised 
in bad poetry and drinking games. 

He could have coped with horror. If the man had 
allowed him to confess his inclinations in the sober 
and guilty way they deserved, and had leaped up to 
denounce him, he could have accepted that. He’d 
been prepared to throw the dice, even if they landed 
on death. He just hadn’t been prepared for...whatever 
that was. And what had it been? Some kind of 
opportunistic ambush? A bet? No—for who would have 
bet on the outcome of such a criminal activity? 

Hal sighed again. His shoulders ached with tension, 
and no matter how often he reminded himself to drop 
them they rose again up to his ears, made his neck 
and head ache. Suppose, he thought again, 
grudgingly, Hughes actually meant it? Suppose he’s in 
love with me? 

He scrabbled a stone out of the dirt and hurled it 
with force down the well. The hollow plunk as it hit the 
water was not loud enough to express his anger at 
that thought. /f he is, wouldn’t that be the greatest 
Joke of all? Fucking Hughes, who still couldn’t take his 
job seriously, who had to be watched at every step to 
be sure he wasn’t larking about with the midshipmen 
instead of paying attention to his own duties. Fucking 
Hughes—Hal’s greatest failure, because after five 
years’ careful tuition he still seemed to think you 
could reason with a storm or laugh in the face of the 
Sea. 

He was nothing at all like Captain Hamilton—like the 
kind of man Hal admired—and he expected Hal to fall 


into his bed out of what? Gratitude that he’d taken an 
interest? A lack of other prospects? Well, if Hughes 
thought all he had to do to win Hal’s affection was to 
crook a finger at him as though he was some kind of 
manservant, he could choke on it. Hal had his pride 
and his own right hand, and he’d rather go to hell 
alone than be with a lover he despised. 


Chapter Five 


Kingston, Jamaica 


With Plan B foiled, Robert licked his wounds for a day 
before deciding that he needed to solicit more expert 
advice. Notebook and pencil in his pocket, he called 
on Miss Isobel Kent at home, found her bored to tears 
of her harpsichord, and offered to take her and her 
young sister Annabel to afternoon tea at the Assembly 
Rooms. 

It took very little art to persuade Annabel to run to 
the window, kickshaw in either hand, and stand with 
her nose pressed to the glass, watching the horses 
and the sailors, the slaves with their wary eyes and 
the free men of all colours and nations mingled in the 
marketplace. 

Recognising an attempt at intimacy, Isobel chose to 
sit at a table far across the room from her sister, 
where she could turn away gossip by being seen, but 
could not be overheard. 

Robert approved and said so. “It’s clear to me why 
Mr. Morgan admires you so, Miss Kent.” 

“Because | play the games that all society ladies 
must play?” 

“Because you play them well.” He poured lemon 
shrub for them both and toyed with a Maid of Honour 
while he wondered how best to broach the subject. 
She seemed like the sort to appreciate subtlety, but 
his own talents in that direction were limited. 
Eventually he decided to put the problem to her, ina 
disguised form. “It is about Mr. Morgan that | wished to 
speak to you.” 


She was clever, no doubt about it. But possibly a 
little too clever. Something about having her shrewd 
gaze narrowed on his face made him fidget, break the 
little tartlet in two with his fingers and drop the 
creamy filling onto his plate where it would have to be 
scraped up with a spoon. He cleared his throat and 
forged on, regardless. “There is a young lady who 
admires him. One, | believe, who would make him 
happier than he is at present. But his eyes are fixed on 
someone he cannot possibly attain. He is my friend— 
or at least | am his—and his unhappiness recently has 
begun to plague me. | want it to stop, and | want the 
best for him. If he could love someone who returned 
that love, he would surely be of better content. What 
should | advise this young lady to do, in order to 
encourage him to notice her?” 

Miss Kent ate a ratafia biscuit in silence before 
looking up and skewering him with a penetrating look. 
“Your friend is a hardworking and competent young 
person, | hope? Mr. Morgan respects that. Without that 
she stands no chance at all.” 

Taken aback at the thought that Hal might expect 
his wife to work—and the resulting suspicion that Miss 
Kent knew more than she should—Robert dropped his 
spoon. As she tossed her head in amusement at this, 
a small enamelled sloop with unrealistic sails glinted 
in her hair. 

“But also,” she went on, “while his heart is taken, 
there is no hope for anyone else. Mr. Morgan is a man 
of admirable constancy. Hard to win, but once you 
have him, immovable. It seems to me that, if this 
person is serious in their affection, they cannot 
achieve anything without first convincing him of the 
futility of his present love.” 

“She is very serious.” Robert nodded, solemnly. “But 
that seems cruel. Might he not, instead, hate her for 
breaking his illusions?” 


Miss Kent broke her own Maid of Honour daintily in 
half. At the table beside them, a gentleman ina 
mustard coat stopped speaking midsentence to watch 
her bite into the confection and delicately lick the 
cream from her top lip after, and Robert knew he was 
being heartily envied there. 

From her impish look, Miss Kent knew so too. 
“Fortune favours the brave, Mr. Hughes.” 


Chapter Six 


Aboard HMS Swiftsure, off Dominica 


A hot wind belled out the sails into such dazzling half- 
moons, it might have blinded a man to look at them. It 
smote Hal just behind the right ear and flicked the 
queue of his wig over his shoulder, drying the sweat 
on his neck. As he stood next to the helm, drunk on 
the pleasure of a fine following breeze and a full 
spread of canvas, a voice behind him, molasses sweet 
and full of amusement said, “Tell me, what do you 
see?” 

When he turned it was to see Captain Hamilton in 
trousers as white as the sails and a thin, open shirt, 
wigless and informal. Smiling. 

“At the moment, sir?” Hal smiled back, Knowing that 
Hamilton would misunderstand him, relying on it. 
“Perfection.” 

“Indeed. And I have you to thank for that.” 

The reply felt too much like a fantasy—a nighttime 
mockery that dissolved in the morning into despair. 
Hal winced as the moment of peaceful pleasure filled 
up with old, familiar regrets. He tried hard not to show 
his sudden descent back into the pit. “I did order the 
weather up specially, sir. But...” 

“Ah.” The wind flattened the shirt against the lithe 
lines of Hamilton’s back. Once, almost six years ago 
now, Hal had loved the sight as a painter loves the 
mountain peak, with a joyous but disinterested 
appreciation. Some of that lingered, like sugar in a cup 
of poison, but behind it there came the accompanying 


misery of wanting far more, and having far less than 
would ever Satisfy. 

“You're not looking at what | am looking at,” said 
Hamilton. “Tell me what is wrong with this scene.” 

Following his gaze, Hal peered down into the waist 
of the ship, where the eighteen pounders rode like 
polished gold, flames of sunshine incandescent about 
them. He narrowed his eyes, saw men industriously 
polishing; no one was slacking, no one chewing, no 
one spitting tobacco. The boys’ heads inclined 
together over a slate as they puzzled out the noon 
reckoning. The falls of each rope lay in spirals fit for an 
admiral’s inspection. Robert—on watch—gazed up 
judiciously at the trim of the sails. 

Disconcerted, Hal checked again and came up a 
second time with the picture of a well-run, happy ship. 
“| can’t see a thing wrong.” 

“Exactly.” Hamilton walked over to the windward 
side of the quarterdeck. He motioned with a small jerk 
of the chin for Hal to follow. There, in the sacrosanct 
hush of the captain’s private space, Hamilton said 
quietly, “Mr. Hughes tells me you had a word with him. 
You were unhappy with his performance, he said, and 
he is intent on proving that he can do better. To speak 
such a word to a friend in the interests of the service 
is hard, and to receive a reprimand from a man so 
much younger than himself, and act on it, is also hard. 
| confess | am impressed with you both.” 

Hal almost laughed at the painful irony of this. To be 
praised for scolding like a bitter wife? How ridiculous. 
“The truth is, sir, he made one of his jokes. | had taken 
too much drink and | flew out upon him. If he chooses 
not to resent it, it’s greatly to his credit. But not to 
mine.” 

“I must congratulate anything that redounds to the 
better working of the ship,” said Hamilton, his smile 
warm. “I know you have thought ill of him in the past.” 


“He prates like a scholar.” Hal’s tone sounded surly 
even to himself, and he didn’t know why he was 
harping on about this. It had been a long time since 
he’d really resented Hughes’s book-learning, so little 
use it was at sea. “With his Oxford education. As 
though ten years’ cribbing from books gave him any 
kind of advantage! He brings me these bizarre ideas, 
full of enthusiasm, convinced he knows how things 
ought to work. It’s like kicking my lapdog to have to 
explain, yet again, that they don’t in fact work like 
that.” 

“|I admit his perspective is a little skewed,” said 
Hamilton to the foaming sea that creamed along the 
hull beneath his propped elbow. “But he’s shaping up, 
finally. And a skewed perspective can at times show us 
things we’ve grown so used to overlooking, we now 
find invisible. But quite apart from that, this 
improvement is dramatic. Whatever you said to him 
must have struck home. Do keep it up.” 

Piles of paper waited in Hal’s cabin for his perusal 
and signature, and he meant to examine the spare 
Suit of sails for mildew while the main suit dried in this 
splendid breeze. But he paused a little longer before 
going below and looked at Robert, who leaned on the 
taffrail, chatting with Lieutenant Collins. Could this 
new efficiency really form part of the proof of love he 
had demanded? Could even Robert have the 
effrontery to send him such a message through 
Hamilton’s innocent and uncomprehending praise? 

Hal’s need for William was a slow drip of acid down 
his soul, a pain so chronic he barely remembered life 
before it. He frowned thoughtfully at Robert. Would it 
hurt less to love someone who loved you back? Would 
it recombine the pieces of his heart that seemed 
already eaten away? 

Sunlight bronzed Robert’s unfashionable tan, 
making him look like a common sailor—cheerful and 


capable—and not at all like the kind of lubber who 
would ambush a man with unexpected Latin 
quotations. Admittedly, that bony face, with its high 
cheekbones and strong jaw, was never going to be 
fashionably beautiful, but its liveliness was appealing 
when he smiled, and he smiled a lot. His figure had a 
compact, muscular grace that made watching him a 
pleasure. Particularly when, as now, he was swinging 
himself up into the rigging, ascending easily—a fine 
view from below. 

A kind of panic snapped Hal from that tangle of 
thoughts, making his heart pound and his palms 
sweat. He was not the kind of man who would even 
look at anyone else while his heart was caught up and 
given in painful sacrifice on the altar of true love. He 
was not! 

But fairness made him concede that Hughes’s 
character was not so vicious as he had tried to tell 
himself. He did take a joke too far, he was lamentably 
unpunctual and lackadaisical in his duties, but his 
incessant cheerfulness brightened the wardroom, 
made all the other officers smile. And if perhaps he 
did gossip, Hal had recent cause to know he could 
keep a dangerous secret so safely it didn’t show that 
he knew it at all. On balance it was not so terrible a 
picture. 

Many people might imagine the vice they shared 
was his worst attribute. But for Hal that must be 
counted as a virtue. With Robert he would be able to 
speak freely. No more lies and half-truths and deeper 
meanings concealed in jest. He could be honest. 

He could be—if Robert would deal honestly with him 
in return. And there was the rub, for he didn’t believe 
for a moment that Robert would. Love, he thought 
again, bitterly, comparing Robert’s conduct with his 
own helpless obsession with William. Love is being 
broken on the wheel. Love is silence and pain. It does 


not take advantage of its object’s misery to trick him 
into infidelity. It does not lay traps. Shaking his head, 
he turned his back on Robert and went below to 
handle something he could understand. 

But in the sail locker, with the coxswain’s team 
unfolding the heavy canvas of each sail for his 
inspection, he found himself unexpectedly touched. 
When he had challenged Robert to give him proof of 
love, he had not expected the man to actually take 
him up on it. Bad sonnets at the most. Even—knowing 
Robert—gjifts of amusingly shaped vegetables. But 
thoughtfulness and hard work? He had to admit to 
being, perhaps, a very tiny bit impressed. 


Chapter Seven 


Bridgetown, Barbados 


Robert took his notebook from his pocket and read 
again the points he had jotted down after his 
conversation with Miss Kent. /tem 1: Diligence at work. 
Item 2: Attack love for H. Item 3: Bravery. 

He closed it and rubbed his thumb thoughtfully over 
the brass cover while he watched dinner being set out 
in the parlour of the Cat and Fiddle. He could see the 
need, the vital need, for steps two and three, but it did 
not make it feel less cruel. 

The street door opened on a tropical night. Hal and 
Hamilton ducked through, deep in conversation. In the 
light of the lantern over the door, Hal’s hair blazed 
amber and his big grin gleamed like a new moon. 
Hamilton smiled back, punctuating a joke with a 
jabbed finger. Hal ducked his head in the noiseless 
gesture that passed as his laugh, and the thought of 
cruelty dissipated and rose from Robert’s anger like 
steam. Why should Hamilton have the priceless gift of 
which Robert dreamed? He hadn't the wit to value it. 

Slipping the notebook back inside his pocket, Robert 
attracted their attention by getting up. “Dinner is on 
the table, gentlemen. | thought | should have to eat it 
all myself.” 

“Gannet!” Hal gave him the dregs of the smile 
poured out on Hamilton. “We aren’t more than half a 
minute late.” 

“Nevertheless—” Hamilton took off his tricorne and 
tucked his wig inside it, “—perhaps we should go in.” 


He and Hal had been to a council of war with 
Admiral Stourbridge aboard his ship, the Fearnought, 
anchored out in the bay. They had left Robert to 
oversee the taking on of water and enough greenstuff 
to stave off scurvy during the second leg of the cruise. 
Over the course of the meal, they filled Robert in 
about the admiral’s plans to harry the harbour at 
Guadeloupe, to test the strength and temper of the 
French fleet in the hopes of mounting an assault on 
the island. 

Their mutual excitement over the idea, the high 
spirits and pleasure with which they capped one 
another’s ideas and finished one another’s sentences, 
goaded Robert to interrupt. “Sir, might | take a 
moment to ask you an unrelated question?” 

On the other side of the table, Hal bent down to 
tempt the tavern’s elderly dog to take a piece of 
mutton fat. 

Hamilton pushed away his plate and leaned back, 
propping a foot on the sturdy footboard of the table 
and cradling his wine in one long-fingered hand. 
“Certainly. What is it?” 

Robert told himself firmly not to waver. Bravery, 
remember? Get it out now, before Hal sits up. “| 
wondered, sir, if you would give me your opinion on 
sodomites in the navy.” 

For a second, Hal stopped—frozen and crystalline as 
he had been in Robert’s room. A long second, like the 
indrawn stillness of the world between looking down 
at the stab wound and feeling the pain. Then at last 
he moved. He patted the dog with a jerky, heavy- 
handed pat and sat up. The front legs of his chair 
rapped with a sharp smack on the ochre tiled floor. 
Wiping his fingers on his napkin, he fixed Robert with 
a gaze so sharp it would have cut through steel. 

“What a filthy topic to discuss over dinner.” 
Hamilton also straightened, his ease disappearing into 


prickly discomfort. “Must you speak of it?” 

“I must, sir. There is a young man | know, whose 
inclination | suspect. It is his ambition to join the navy 
and | would value your advice on what to say to him in 
return.” 

Lowering his glass into the puddle of ruby port, 
where he had drawn an impromptu map, Hamilton 
leaned forward. “You must tell him no, Mr. Hughes. | 
wonder that you need to ask.” 

“Merely that to my knowledge we’ve never hanged 
anyone for it. | thought perhaps you took a lenient 
view.” Robert tried to weigh how much he needed 
Hamilton to betray himself—to shock Hal out of his 
obsession—against how badly he did not want the 
captain to suspect the truth. Fortune might favour the 
brave, but that seemed small comfort to the dead. 

Hamilton’s clear gaze clouded slightly. “I admit the 
punishment is extreme.” He pinched the brow of his 
nose and sighed. “If | had my way, | would only drum 
them out of the service. Such an inclination certainly 
deserves the pillory, but death? I’m not sure.” He took 
a deep breath, as though the subject weighed on him, 
tired him out. “On land | would say ‘Let them live.’ But 
in the service? No. Imagine if you had to share a cabin 
with one. Think what the men would feel! Lying 
packed so close, they must touch one another as it is. 
The thought of rubbing up against a man of that sort 
while you slept! Do you not feel the instinctive 
revulsion of the thing?” 

Robert couldn’t help himself; he glanced nervously 
at Hal. The younger man’s white, bloodless face 
stabbed him with remorse. Yes, Hal, I know I’m cruel. 
Forgive me? “To tell the truth, sir, | don’t. If they keep 
themselves to themselves, what harm does it do?” 

“The shame to the ship! A happy ship is a place 
where every man can trust his mates to be there for 
him. Where he does not have to wonder about ulterior 


motives and double meanings and unsavoury goings- 
on in the dark. And the boys! What parent would send 
their sons into the service if it became known we 
tolerated such obscenity?” As he pressed the point, 
Hamilton’s voice sank into an angry, embarrassed 
whisper. He shook the thoughts away. “No,” he said, 
more strongly. “I thank God that there are no men of 
that kind in my fleet, and if | have my way there never 
will be. Don’t you agree, Morgan?” 

Silent to this point, and unmoving, perhaps hoping 
that stillness would lend him invisibility, Hal was 
goaded at last into a response. He looked up from his 
plate with a sneer of contempt. “I find the whole 
subject distasteful.” Pushing back his chair, he folded 
his napkin with an aura of repressed violence and shot 
to his feet. “I have quite lost my appetite. Wish you 
good night, sir. Hughes.” He sketched a mocking bow 
and escaped. 

Hamilton rose too, and so perforce did Robert. 
“Forgive me, sir,” he said, before Hamilton had a 
chance to go away and think about what had just 
happened, “for raising such an unsuitable topic at the 
table. Since this acquaintance of mine spoke, it has 
weighed on my mind. He is a remarkable person, 
otherwise.” 

“Can any number of virtues make up for such a 
vice?” Hamilton put on his hat as if jamming on the 
helmet of salvation, but he offered a fleeting, 
unconvincing smile nevertheless. “Morgan is right, 
you know. You’re a good man, Hughes, but you have 
some strange ideas. Whatever unnatural theories they 
debated in your college, do try and remember that 
you are not at Oxford anymore.” 

“I will, sir.” Careful to look on the funny side of this 
patronising kindness, Robert managed to grin. He had 
hoped for poison, after all, deliberately tipping it into 
Hal’s cup, so that he might come after and provide the 


purge. There was no sense in regretting the success of 
the manoeuvre now. “I do apologise for ruining a good 
meal.” 

Hamilton’s smile strengthened, and the relaxation 
extended to his hands, which unclenched and rested 
lightly on the back of his chair. “Think nothing of it,” 
he said. “Though you may have your work cut out in 
soothing Morgan’s ruffled feathers. | understand 
you’re sharing?” 

“Yes, sir. There isn’t a single room to be had for love 
nor money, but for yours.” 

“There’s another reason. Imagine, if one had a sod 
for a shipmate, one might be forced by circumstances 
to share a bed with him. It doesn’t bear thinking 
about.” 

“You could sleep on the floor, sir. Or rather, you 
could make him sleep on the floor.” 

Hamilton laughed, and Robert wondered, for one 
suicidal instant, what would happen if he said, “Would 
it alter your opinion if | told you that you had served 
with two of us for the past five years?” But even he 
would not bet on such odds. So he wished his captain 
good-night, put his plate down for the waiting dog, 
and lingered over buying a bottle of rum. Then, biting 
the inside of his cheek, he nerved himself to go up 
and face the firing squad. 


Chapter Eight 


If Robert had found the door locked against him and 
his portmanteau thrown into the corridor, he would 
have taken it for a good sign, picked up his clothes 
and found a random stranger willing to share for 
sixpence. But the door swung open at his touch. 

He edged forward gingerly, expecting the chamber 
pot to be thrown in his face or to confront the business 
end of a cocked pistol. Instead he found Hal sitting on 
the bed, a coatless shoulder wedged into the far 
corner of the room. 

Cheek pressed against the wall, Hal gazed out of the 
small dormer window over the rooftops of the town, 
his legs drawn in tight, arms around his knees. He 
turned his head no more than an inch to look at 
Robert and say softly, heavily, “You bastard.” 

Nerved up to meet anger, Robert shivered at the 
tone of despair. Had he pushed the knife in too far? 
“I’m sorry,” he said, “but you needed to know.” 

“| needed to be publicly humiliated? | needed...| 
needed my heart broken? Yes, of course | did. How 
altruistic of you. For I’m sure you did it entirely for my 
good, and not for your own. Is that rum?” 

Robert looked at the forgotten bottle, startled to find 
it dangling from his fingers. “Yes. Here,” he said, and 
passed it over. 

Hal downed half of it in one draught, drinking it like 
water. He turned back to face the window, dismissing 
Robert from his notice. A strained and desolate silence 
filled the small room. Pulling off his own coat with 
movements that sounded excruciatingly loud, Robert 


wondered if he dared try to ask for the bottle back, 
decided he did not. 

He untied the bow of his cravat with a scratchy, 
hissing noise and unwound it. The leather soles of his 
shoes squeaked when he shifted his weight to take 
them off. They landed beside the washstand with 
matching raps loud as gunfire. While he struggled with 
the breeches’ buckles—who would have thought that 
they too squeaked like little mice?—the humour of the 
situation struck him unexpectedly. 

| spoke though | might have done better to refrain. 
Little point in coyness now. 

So he sighed, stripped off his breeches and 
stockings, leaving them in a heap that he kicked into 
the dust under the bed. Flicking the faded yellow 
coverlet down, he was pleased to find clean sheets 
and a scent of hay from a mattress newly filled for 
market day. When he wriggled in, he thought he 
detected a slight movement of Hal’s head, as if Hal 
watched him, brooding. At the thought, Robert grew 
acutely aware of where the other man sat—the shape 
of his weight on the mattress. Would he sit there all 
night, fully clothed, honing his resentment and getting 
more and more murderously drunk? 

“Morgan,” he murmured, reaching out and touching 
one unresponsive ankle. “I did do it for you. You heard 
what Hamilton said. He will never love you. | do. But 
even if you won’t have me, you deserve someone who 
will make you happy. And it’ll never be him.” 

“Shut up, Hughes.” 

“It could be me.” 

“Just shut the fuck up.” 


x OK OK 


Robert was drifting, in languorous warmth, in the 
twilight state between waking and sleep when the bed 


dipped and a blast of cooler air hit his overheated 
back. A body insinuated itself into his solitary 
darkness. In the borderlands of dream, he turned to 
meet it with confident welcome. His outstretched hand 
touched Hal’s chest, feeling thin linen and warm skin 
beneath it. After that, nothing would have stopped 
him from drawing closer. 

Dream and reality tangled. But this improved on 
dreams. He had never imagined the texture of that 
shirt, the smooth resilient feel of Hal’s skin against his 
palm, the hollow of his throat, the scent of him, the 
movement of his Adam’s apple when he swallowed 
against Robert’s lips. 

Full of accepting delight, he murmured “Hal...” 

This was no dream. The moon shone bright in the 
window like sudden hope. Hal, his eyes closed, sought 
Robert’s mouth with the desperation of a newborn 
child seeking out his mother’s milk. Oh, God, the taste 
of him! The soft, needy, broken noises he gave when 
Robert pulled his shirt over his head and laid him out, 
arms trapped in the sleeves, pinioned and primed and 
begging for touch. 

“He doesn’t love you,” Robert whispered, ripping his 
own shirt off between kisses. “He doesn’t love you. | 
love you.” 

Hal whimpered at the words, kissing him to keep 
him silent. Wriggling his arms out of his shirt, Hal 
grabbed Robert’s shoulders and twisted until they lay 
together belly to belly. 

The thrust of that big body against his, the feel of 
muscle and bone and hard prick against his prick, 
burned the twilight of Robert’s dreams away, left him 
gasping. Moonlight sifted over them both, and Hal’s 
pale skin glowed. The golden hair of his arms and 
chest gleamed like a haze of fire over him. Robert 
wanted to burn to death in that flame, be lifted out of 
himself and consumed. He filled his mouth with Hal’s 


shoulder, bit down hard and groaned aloud at the 
answering surge of power. 

He worked his way back to Hal’s mouth, kissing, 
licking. The words tumbled out of him like an erotic 
litany—foul, dirty, arousing words. “He doesn’t love 
you. He can’t give you this. He’s just a dream. | can 
give you reality.” 

One of Hal’s hands twisted in his hair. The other 
clamped around the curve of his ass, drunken-clumsy, 
holding on so hard it hurt. Every word and every kiss 
increased their mute ferocity. Hal kissed like a boy 
trying to swallow a hated taste, eyes scrunched tight, 
face contorted in dismay. 

It was that, rather than the pain, that gave Robert 
pause. He liked a bit of rough play and did not expect 
gentleness from a man so sorely tried. His bruises 
throbbed deliciously, adding a dark counterpoint to 
the throb of his cock. His hips pushed forward 
instinctively. His mouth filled with of the iron taste of 
need. He wanted to be ridden hard, to be ruthlessly 
used to purge Hal’s anger and despair. 

But the silence weighed on him. Hal’s look of 
desperate endurance weighed on him. He hadn’t done 
this to prove Hal right, to prove himself motivated by 
base lust. Not merely to gain a night of meaningless 
sex. Not to inflict more pain. 

“Hal, look at me. Please.” 

Hal’s body tensed, unresponsive under Robert’s 
hands. He turned his face away, grimacing. Robert 
took him by the chin and turned it back. “Please.” 

Hal’s eyes opened and Robert saw a condemned 
man, taking what comfort he could, knowing he would 
despise himself for it in the morning. Drunk and 
despairing, punishing himself. 

“Oh,” Robert whispered, gently, his arousal dying in 
the darkness of that gaze. “You don’t truly want this at 
all, do you?” 


Letting go abruptly of his root-tearing grip on 
Robert’s hair, Hal turned over, radiating affront. “’M 
not gonna beg.” 

Robert reached out, smoothed a hand along the 
curve of creamy shoulder. Despite everything he 
found himself smiling. “You’re such a moody brat, 
Morgan. | don’t know what | see in you.” 

“Don’t know either,” Hal slurred into the pillow. An 
almost affectionate silence filled the room before Hal 
sighed, relaxed and plunged into sleep. 

Robert put his shirt back on, rejected the temptation 
to snuggle, and lay down a careful foot away. Pulling 
the blanket up around his ears, he watched the last 
drop tremble on the lip of the discarded rum bottle, 
where it lay on the floor beside Hal’s breeches. Even 
after he had quietly taken care of his outstanding 
problem, sleep failed to arrive. If he slept, there would 
be a tomorrow, and he didn’t dare think about that. 


Chapter Nine 


Aboard HMS Swiftsure, off Martinique 


Hal locked his hands together behind his back and 
paced as upright as he could beside Hamilton as the 
captain walked to and fro across the quarterdeck. On 
the horizon, the distant white speck that was a 
suspected French frigate had begun to enlarge. She 
was hull up, and separate sails could now be 
discerned through a spyglass, even from the deck. 

Hal alternated between watching her grow slowly 
larger as the Swiftsure caught up with her, and 
watching Hamilton’s serene little smile. The captain 
was recounting an anecdote about whales to the 
midshipman of the watch, stopping only when he had 
to check the sails and murmur a casual order to trim. 

The decks were swept bare fore and aft, and beside 
every cannon a thin stream of smoke rose into the air 
from the slow-match upright in its bucket. The 
marines were in the rigging, a rookery of red jackets 
bristling with rifles, and Hal had not yet lost the 
feeling of nausea he had woken up with on the 
morning after Hughes destroyed his last hope. 

He should have his mind on the chase, he knew 
that, although the interminable story about whale-fish 
and ambergris and how one of the whalers had 
defrauded the others was doing nothing to help his 
concentration. He wished he did not still feel so sick. 
There was no reason for it—they had been at sea a 
fortnight now, hopping from one island to the next on 
patrol, hoping to find exactly this—a small and 


venturesome French vessel, acting the part of 
privateer or spy. 

There should have been plenty of time for the 
hangover to wear off and his regret at his own actions 
to dull beneath the bracing discipline of shipboard life. 
But neither showed any signs of ever shifting again. It 
seemed he was a hypocrite after all. 

He was no more virtuous than Hughes. Less so— 
God, what a rebuke that was! He would have given 
Hughes what he wanted, out of mere despair, and 
then—had the offer been taken up—gloated at the 
knowledge that Hughes really was the despicable 
wretch he’d thought. He would have lied and then 
hated Hughes for not seeing through the lies. So who 
was the shallow bastard, the monster here? Truthfully? 

He searched the decks again for Hughes’s figure. 
Didn’t find it—as he’d known he would not, Hughes 
being below deck, in charge of the guns. It would have 
been a comfort to see him, and that thought was an 
extra twist in the seasickness of his mind. Hughes had 
been avoiding him lately, and Hal found he’d never 
wished for the man’s company more than he did now 
it had been withdrawn. 

Oh, God, how he wanted to talk this over. Apologise 
first, of course, tell Hughes, “I concede. You could not 
have just wanted to take advantage of my misery, 
that first time, if—during the second—| tried to thrust 
myself on you, and you refused.” 

But conceding such a thing would mean...it must 
mean admitting that Hughes really did love him. And 
he was...he was scared of that. This thing with 
William, it was noble, pure, sacrificial...it was safe. No 
risk of a return, no need to struggle with the messy 
realities of life in the flesh, of lust and intimacy and 
the day-to-day threat of exposure and disgrace. If he 
could have had something with Hughes, it would 
certainly not have been safe. 


“Morgan?” 

But how could he? How could he be such a terrible 
lover as to waver in his affections now, when he had 
given his whole life to William? And—the final nail in 
the coffin of his despair—even if he did waver, Hughes 
hadn’t looked at him twice since. Hughes had proved 
himself the better man, and in doing so, perhaps he 
had come to his senses. He had realised Hal was too 
much trouble, and the chance had gone before Hal 
had the wit to value it. 

“Mr. Morgan?” The concerned question made it 
through his sleepless daze only when the captain was 
already leaning down from his patrician height—and 
Lord, but he was still so beautiful. Why was he still so 
beautiful? What kind of mocking fate was this?—to say 
firmly “Mr. Morgan? Are you well?” 

What a question. No, I think someone has cut out 
my lungs and replaced them with stones. No, I am in 
hell, and it’s your fault. No, don’t talk to me. Hal shook 
himself, swallowed back bile and smiled. “Forgive me, 
Captain. | have not slept well recently, and | am very 
tired.” 

Dear God, yes. I am so tired. 

Hamilton’s smile raised only one corner of his 
mouth, but that was enough to shift the shadows over 
his eyes, make them look warm. Hal looked away, his 
teeth meeting in the inner flesh of his cheek. 

If I'd met Hughes first... Maybe | hated him so 
immoderately because | saw in him something | could 
have wanted, had I not already set my heart on the 
impossible. | hated him so | could stay faithful, even in 
my mind, and now that looks less like virtue and more 
as though it was cowardice all along. 

“A good fight will wipe all that away,” said the 
captain. “Nothing like it for purging all the dross of 
daily life, making you see the glory of life clear. Like a 


refiner’s fire, am | not right? I’m sure you will sleep 
better, after.” 

Hal looked up again at the oncoming ship just as the 
white and gold arms of France broke out on her 
flagstaff. A distant rumble sounded as she ran out her 
guns, and something of relief did come over him then. 
He dropped his tensed shoulders, opened his hands 
and let go, for she could be the end to everything. She 
could be the answer he sought. He’d driven Robert 
away. William he’d never had at all. But if he could not 
have love, why not have death instead? Glorious, 
honourable death in battle. 

Perhaps Hughes would understand it was a kind of 
apology? And Hamilton would mourn, at least. Say one 
or two pleasing things over his corpse and write a 
gracious letter back to his mother, telling her that 
they had been the best of friends, telling her that he 
would remember Hal with gratitude all the rest of his 
life. 

That would be something, wouldn’t it? If he could 
not have earthly happiness, then a hero’s death would 
be something to hope for, and with it the end to all 
this pain. 


Chapter Ten 


At sea, off Martinique 


Lantern in one hand, sword in the other, Robert 
sloshed his way through the stinking darkness of the 
French ship’s hold at the head of his boarding party. 
The Swiftsure’s cannon had hulled the Victorieuse 
beneath the waterline, causing her to list to one side. 

Her ballast of gravel had shifted, and the long-dead 
corpses of her men, buried in it, now floated stinking 
and bloated amid the wreckage. Disgusted at this 
evidence of French perversity, Robert’s people looked 
grim. A liquefying hand brushed his submerged calf, 
and he thought that he did not blame them. How 
could any decent person bear to bury their respected 
comrades in this sewer, instead of giving them a 
resting place in the clean depths of the sea? 

The lantern lit only a small circle about him. Brown 
dimness stretched out into utter dark. The faces of the 
dead glimmered in the flooded hold. 

Behind him, a fleeting splash broke the hush. He 
spun, his sword making an arc of lemon light. He 
registered a thud, a cry, and recognised the beard and 
bright silk scarf of the Lascar Partho Sen, just in time 
to pull back the blow. Sen dropped the man he had 
just stabbed into the dirty water and grinned at him. 
“The sneaky bugger was lying under the water 
pretending to be dead, sir.” 

“Thank you!” Robert grinned back, in the sharp- 
edged, almost hysterical amusement of fear. It was 
too quiet down here, too eerie—battle ardour faded in 
the silence, and both the split-second reflexes of war 


and its feeling of invulnerability seeped away into the 
vast darkness, the trickle of water, the underwater 
cold. “Let’s pick up the pace now—the sooner this is 
over, the sooner we can see to our mates.” 

Finishing the search, he stationed two of his marines 
at the hatchway, ran up the ladder to find Midshipman 
Stilman—a boy of thirteen—doing the same on the 
lower gun deck. “All clear below,” he shouted. “What 
news?” 

“Cor, it was carnage, sir!” replied the lad in over- 
bright enthusiasm. His face stood out stark white with 
horror and excitement against the rusty black of his 
uniform—the dark blue material bloody to the collar 
with gore. “Captain cut about the leg. Mr. Collins 
copped a ball in the cheek, surgeon says he'll lose the 
eye for sure. They’re saying we might have to sink 
her, there not being enough men left to sail her and 
the Swiftsure both. Won’t that be a blow for Mr. 
Morgan, if he lives? Him hoping this’d be the one that 
brought him his step, like.” 

“If he lives?’” Robert blamed battle-madness for the 
way in which he reached out and lifted the boy from 
his feet, shaking him. “What d’you mean?” 

“If you please, sir.” Stilman hung unresisting in the 
white-knuckled grip, his soaked jacket straining at the 
seams with his weight. “I saw him go down, just abaft 
the capstan. | were going to check the dead when Old 
Bum...that is, when Mr. Higginbotham told me to come 
down here and check with you that no Frogs was 
hiding below, sir. | don’t know no more’n that. Sorry, 
sir.” 

Robert had no memory of how he got out into the 
open, up two companionways and over a dozen 
bodies. He might have flown. But he burst onto the 
slippery deck just in time to glimpse, through the 
reeking yellow clouds of smoke, Chips and Jemmy 
Ducks manhandling Hal’s limp form over the rail. He 


watched Hal’s lolling head hit the side and, for a 
moment, everything went white. 

Dead! After | filled his final week of life with anguish. 
Dead! And I wasn’t even there—thought I’d give him a 
chance to cool off before | made time to apologise, so 
| didn’t say half the things | meant to say. Fine things, 
beautiful words—I’ve been keeping them back, afraid 
of scorn and mockery, and now l'Il never, never have 
the chance again and he'll never know. Please, God, 
don’t let him be dead. 

Robert wanted to scream “No!” Wanted to run up, 
seize the body and hold it to himself, weeping. 
Instead, his knees seemed to dissolve beneath him. 
He quaked, unable to move or to tear his eyes away, 
waiting for the drop and the splash, picturing the 
waves closing over Hal’s face. 

But the men got a firmer grip on Hal’s limbs, passed 
him to waiting hands on the Swiftsure, who turned to 
take him below. 

“Hoon, Sullivan!” Robert croaked, finding his voice 
after two attempts. “Is Mr. Morgan...?” 

“Alive, sir. Dunno for how long. Getting him t’doctor 
now, if it please you.” 

“By all means!” 

Standing next to the rail, he wondered why he had 
always thought he would go first, simply because he 
was older. War didn’t spare the young, after all. He 
clasped his hands firmly together to still their shudder, 
leaned back against the rail for support. 

His mind fluttered like a startled moth. Hal... 

He should do something. Help others down to the 
orlop deck where the doctor had his station. But Hal... 

There was water in the well. The pumps needed 
manning. Prisoners needed locking away, the logbook 
retrieving, the butcher’s bill making up. Shot holes 
needed plugging, torn ratlines needed splicing...he 
should do that. Hal would want him to do that. But, oh 


God, if he might not run straightaway to hold Hal 
down for surgery, he wanted very much instead to 
stop the inevitable flow of time until the doctor 
finished his grisly work. That or a very large drink. 

“There you are, Mr. Hughes,” came Hamilton’s calm, 
unruffled voice. “Lower decks clear?” 

“Aye, sir.” 

Hamilton wiped his sword clean on the tail of a dead 
man’s shirt, sheathed it with satisfaction. His face 
glowed with the final embers of the exaltation of 
battle. “See to the prisoners, will you?” 

“Yes, sir,” Robert said and, because he couldn’t bear 
it any longer, “Morgan...” 

Hamilton sighed. A human expression came over his 
face, tentative and uncomfortable. “He'll be fine, 
Hughes. He’s indomitable. Death himself would balk 
under the threat of facing Morgan’s temper.” 

Robert looked at Hamilton’s square-jawed, martial 
face, the mild concern and annoyance in his eyes at 
dealing with this passing nuisance. You don’t give a 
fig, do you? Unfair though it was—for he knew 
Hamilton was fond of Hal in a mild, paternal way— 
Robert reeled back in revulsion at the thought. You’d 
shed no more of a tear for him than for any man. 
Nothing near as much as he deserves. 

Fury braced him, like a burnt feather waved beneath 
the nose. He straightened up, trying not to growl. “I’m 
sure you're right, sir.” Turning on his heel, he stamped 
away, taking out fear and anger on the unresisting 
deck. 

Later, he sat in the scrubbed and sun-drenched 
neatness of Hal’s cabin and watched the small rise 
and fall of Hal’s chest beneath the bandages. Mouth 
open, Robert breathed as softly as he could while he 
listened—in the post-battle stillness of the ship—for 
the faint whistle that would indicate the wound had 
opened, that air leaked from the pierced lung. Would 


Hal want to return to a world that offered him only 
second-rate comfort? Or would he relax into death 
gratefully, the way he had plummeted into sleep in 
Bridgetown? 

Robert paced the tiny room from end to end. He 
watched the wound fever, from its first healthy blush 
to the sweats, shakes and garbled, terrified outcries of 
delirium. Drawing up a stool beside the cot, he 
administered cool cloths and small dribbles of water 
until Hal’s raving ceased. In the weary quiet 
afterward, he leaned close to whisper some of the 
things he should have been brave enough to say from 
the start. Poems, translated so that Hal could 
understand them, and all that nonsense about sunsets 
and sweethearts he’d let mere embarrassment silence 
and, in doing so, had convinced Hal he had no finer 
feelings at all. 

Just...let it not be too late, Lord. Please let it not be 
too late. 


Chapter Eleven 


At sea, off Martinique 


Straps held Hal down, digging into his wrists. His heart 
thundered as terror choked him. The copper and meat 
reek of gore filled his mouth and nose from the blood 
that pattered from the ceiling like rain, splashing tepid 
onto his face. The doctor’s leather apron dripped with 
it and his hands, gloved in scarlet, gleamed stickily. He 
tightened the tourniquet around Hal’s leg so 
relentlessly that Hal struggled—scrabbling, panic 
bursting behind his eyes like lights—even to breathe. 

“Shall we cut it off?” said the doctor, in Hal’s own 
voice. 

“No!” 

“Look at it, you fool, it’s killing you.” 

Hands behind him tipped him up. He saw the broken 
mess—the bones sticking out from the skin, the 
gangrene, creeping like black worms through his 
blood. He shivered at the cold of it, the despair, the 
aching, chronic pain. For so long, he’d suffered, tried 
to walk on it, tried to pretend it didn’t hurt. Yet still, 
something deep within his soul revolted at the thought 
of giving it up. Being maimed. Being incomplete, 
forever. 

“No!” 

“Stubborn bastard! Would you rather rot?” 

“No!” Hal strained once more against the restraints, 
desperately imploring the shadows of the room to part 
and show him help, to show him— “William!” 

But even as he pleaded, he knew he was dreaming. 
He understood that Hamilton was the poison in him, 


the infection that needed cutting away. He had gone 
onto that ship to die, and now he was being given the 
choice in its starkest form. 

Utterly vulnerable, poised on the scalpel of decision, 
Hal had to make up his mind. Live—deformed, the 
great love of his life excised—or die. 

“Which will it be?” 

He couldn’t feel the leg now. The tourniquet had 
done its work. Numbness soothed him, invited him to 
fall into hollowness and never suffer again. But faintly, 
as if from a great distance away, he thought he heard 
words, and a last impulse of life made him strain 
towards them, needing to hear. 

““Let us live, my darling, let us love, and all the 
words of self-righteous old men, let them be nothing 
to us...’ That’s from Catullus, Hal. Please listen to him. 
Those old poets knew a thing or two. | only quote 
them because my own words don’t measure up. | 
don’t know what to say. Please...” 

He thought suddenly of caramel-coloured eyes and 
laughter. He was twenty-three years old, and he 
couldn’t remember the last time he had laughed. 
Would it not be wonderful if he could learn? 

He watched the doctor’s fingers flex on the saw and, 
with a feeling of utter surprise and conviction, he 
realised that what needed to be cut out was not 
healthy flesh at all but a canker. Instead of being 
maimed, he was being offered the choice to be 
healed. 

God, it would still hurt though. Acting before he lost 
his courage, he closed his eyes and said, “Do it.” 

A hand on the mauled flesh. A burst of agony and 
loss. Yes, Rob, | want to live. Damn it, William. I’m 
sorry, but I want to live. 


Hal awoke to a Caribbean noon, wretchedly sticky. The 
heavy drowsiness of laudanum weighed down all his 
limbs. Its taste rotted like a dead thing in his mouth. 

Nearby, someone snored with a deep reverberation 
like the creak of the capstan. Turning his head with 
some effort, he found Robert slumped in untidy sleep 
on a stool beside his bed. His bristly cheek nestled in 
Hal’s hand like a rolled-up hedgehog. Hal’s palm lay 
under Robert’s half-opened mouth, wet with drool. 

Hitching over to see clearer, Hal studied the planes 
of Robert’s sleeping face with a feeling of tired 
tenderness that surprised him in its intensity. Here 
was proof, if he liked. He’d asked for honesty and 
Robert had given it to him, even though he hadn't 
really wanted to hear it at all. He’d asked for hard 
work and sacrifice and devotion, and Robert had 
provided them and still was. It was he, after all, who 
crouched by Hal’s side now. 

“Hughes?” It hurt even to whisper. When he tried to 
pull his hand away, a lancing, brilliant pain sliced 
across his chest. But Robert, startled as if he’d been 
struck, sat up at once and gave him a look more 
convincing than anything he had ever said, eyes 
bright with unshed tears. 

Nice eyes. Hal marvelled at the fact. It no longer felt 
disloyal to notice the way that Robert’s nondescript 
brown eyes caught the sunlight and disclosed 
unexpected shades of warm amber, beautiful and 
rare. 

“You...you’re...” Robert’s mouth hung open, a trail of 
Saliva drying on his chin. He wiped it off, hid his face 
in his hands, his shoulders hunched. 

Hal, who had felt like laughing at the rumpled, early- 
morning look, found himself asking instead, 
tentatively, “Hughes? Will you...?” 

Whatever emotion Robert had been hiding was 
wiped away as he straightened with a smile that 


rivalled the sunlight. He twitched the blanket 
unnecessarily over Hal’s bandaged chest. “What can | 
do? Anything.” 

“Count my legs?” 

Robert’s lips quirked up. Hal braced himself to 
weather some cheerful, thoughtless remark that 
would leave him feeling stupid. But it didn’t come. 
Instead, sobering, Robert untucked the sheets and 
looked. “All present and correct,” he said, reassuringly. 
“Can’t you...can you feel them?” 

One of the boys with whom Hal had entered the 
service had lost an arm soon after. He vividly 
remembered finding him sobbing, his nonexistent 
hand driving him insane with the need to scratch. But 
Hal felt too tired to attempt to explain the sensation 
that plagued him, the phantom absence of a morbid 
love. The scar, scabbed and healing, where it had 
been cut away. “I dreamed I’d had it amputated. It 
signified...never mind. Is the captain...?” 

Robert turned abruptly away. His cheekbones and 
jaw stood out, made him resemble a heathen figure 
from Easter Island, ugly with jealousy. 

Seeing it, Hal’s scattered thoughts ran together like 
sand in a furnace, becoming clear as glass. God! He 
knew what that felt like. Every time Miss Georgiana 
Tillyard had deigned to smile at William, every time 
William had gazed at her, that same jealousy had 
clawed Hal. Had he really tormented Robert the way 
William had tormented him—oblivious, stupid, self- 
absorbed, like his captain? 

“Captain Hamilton is fine.” Robert sat down again 
with a small, worn smile. “He looked in a couple of 
hours ago, before Dr. McCready told him that if he 
didn’t rest willingly we’d buckle him down to his bed.” 

Hal sighed, the wound waking up along with the rest 
of him. Trickles of red discomfort warned of worse to 
come, a pain he deserved. “Wanted t’tell him...” he 


tried, “to tell him he’s lost his chance. Ah, damn, 
Robert is there anything to drink?” 

“A drink? Yes. l'Il get you something.” Robert lurched 
to his feet. He had reached the doorway before the 
first sentence registered and he stopped as though he 
had walked into the wall. “Wait. What did you say?” 

“lam sorry.” Hal allowed himself to admire the 
vigour of Robert’s gestures, the constant, good- 
humoured smile, and the strong, masculine face. 
Experience had marked crow’s feet around Robert’s 
eyes, roughened his hands, led to the dedication with 
which he sat, bloodstained, bruised, stiff and hungry 
beside Hal’s bedside, so that Hal should not wake 
alone. To think, he had had all that within his grasp for 
years and had ignored it in favour of a phantasm. The 
thought intoxicated him. Love? Oh yes, please. He did 
so want to be loved. “I concede the point. | am 
convinced by your proofs.” 

“Hal?” As he interpreted Hal’s gaze, Robert’s 
expression melted from mystified to terrified hope. He 
took a step, then he rushed forward and his hands 
enfolded Hal’s face. Their noses hit one another with a 
strange, twanged-ruler kind of pain. 

“Ow! Fucking clumsy bastard!” 

“Oh, I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Did you mean...?” 

Hal rolled his head out of range of any more nasal 
attacks. But he touched Robert’s cheek, explored the 
shape of it, possessively. Mine. If I so choose. “| meant 
that | believe you love me, and l...” 

Robert bowed his head, letting him push his fingers 
into the bouncy resilience of curly, cocoa-coloured 
hair. The ribbon that tied it back brushed a collar from 
which ripped braid hung loose. Plaited gold swayed in 
front of Hal, unravelling. Hal linked his fingers round it, 
tugging gently. “I believe I’ve been a very great fool.” 

Robert swallowed and gave what would have been a 
roguish smile had it not been topped by tear-bright 


eyes. “A fool? You, Mr. Morgan? Surely not.” 

Hal would have smacked him, had there been power 
enough in his arm. Instead he whispered, “You look 
uncommonly rough.” The muscles across Hal’s chest 
cramped. He lowered his hand to the covers and tried 
to convey relief and reassurance with a smile. “Sleep. 
Afterwards we can have breakfast, and l'Il have my 
man sew that up. Yours couldn’t darn a sock.” 

Noon change of watch thundered through the ship 
with drumrolls and a rush of feet. Robert sat beside 
him, took the fallen hand in his own and asked, “Are 
you trying to take over my life, Mr. Morgan?” 

“If I’m still invited to?” 

Clearly it was the grin that brought out the topaz in 
Robert’s eyes, because their beauty shone out, 
framed in that look of mingled delight and humour. 

“I should tell you,” Robert confided, as if whispering 
a national secret, “it was your organisational skills 
which made me envy Hamilton first. The way you ran 
around, anticipating his every need. | wanted that for 
myself. A nubile young man waiting on me hand and 
foot? Who wouldn’t want such a thing?” 

Hal sniggered. “You should go to the doctor to check 
that concussion.” And it all seemed somehow easier 
than he had feared. The lightning-bright intensity of 
what he had felt for William seemed more like 
obsession, a madness even, beside this revelation of 
ease and comfort. How delightful, to relax and 
exchange witticisms and know exactly where one 
stood. No more secrets. No more lies, no need for 
shame. 

Robert leaned in to kiss him, but flinched at a noise 
outside the door and thought better of it. “True, | am 
so tired | can’t see straight. But there are a score of 
things | need to tell you. | thought I’d lost the chance 
forever and...” 


The atmosphere of easy contentment shaded into 
embarrassment. Hal examined the stitching of his cot. 
Robert fidgeted from foot to foot, tried to finish the 
sentence and failed. “And I’d better go and get you 

that drink first.” 


* OK OK 


Later, Hal lay propped up on pillows, watching the 
dazzle of light from the sea. Laudanum and weariness 
suspended him in a world without time, as he waited 
while Robert slept. With drugged lack of urgency, he 
considered his new lover, contemplated lips and legs 
and prick, the curve of Robert’s back, the nape of his 
neck, in a detached, almost asexual wonder. A 
pleasant exercise. He could have spent longer at it, 
except that, beside him, the book which Robert had 
brought with his grog lay unopened, and he felt he 
should show willing and at least read a few pages. 

Laboriously, he edged the volume to the side of the 
cot, thumbed it open. Slipped into the water-stained 
pages he discovered a loose leaf, newly black with the 
sprawling, untidy results of Robert’s penmanship. The 
fresh ink smelled like vinegar and blackened his 
trembling fingers. 

He read the poem, at first in disbelief and later ina 
kind of anguish of joy, blaming his injury for the tears 
it brought to his eyes. 


Just as the dolphins frolic in the wave 
Whose smiling faces seem to presage 
JOY, 

Immersed and lapped in all that they 
can crave, 

With freedom and with laughter 
unalloy’d, 


Or as the frigate, braced and running 


well 

Before the wind, with ev’ry sail 
outspread, 

Flings up the foam and dances on the 
swell, 

With schools of flying fish about her 
head, 

Just so my heart, when | behold your 
face, 

Rises on gilded wings and rides the 
Spray. 

Yet, as | yearn, unmet by love’s 
embrace, 


So my pure joy is drained into dismay. 
Oh changing ocean, master of my soul, 
Without you, love, | never can be whole. 


It took a while before he could overcome the desire to 
weep, inexpressibly moved, and laugh instead. But 
laugh he did, at last, feeling that now the world had 
finally come right. Because here was the Robert upon 
whom a university education had been almost entirely 
wasted. Disconcerted and suspicious, Hal would not 
have believed any of it, had bad poetry not featured 
at all. 


Chapter Twelve 


Kingston, Jamaica 


Hal had walked from the harbour up King’s Street 
unaided, but now he stood at the door of his lodgings, 
head down, trembling with the effort of holding 
himself up. 

“He lives on the top floor,” said Hamilton, looking at 
Robert with that gentleness of his that made it, even 
now, so painful to know what contempt lurked 
underneath. “In a little garret of a room. | don’t 
believe he can make it up the stairs alone. But | am 
already late for—” 

“It’s all right sir, l'Il take care of him.” 

Hal’s head had tilted slightly, so Robert knew he was 
listening in. He wondered how much of the man’s 
scowl was mere physical exhaustion, how much still 
the poison of his love. As he watched Hamilton leave 
—his step more sprightly for being rid of the injured 
man—Robert took Hal’s arm and slipped it over his 
shoulder. “Come on, then. One more effort and then 
rest.” 

It must have taken half an hour at least simply to 
climb the four flights of rickety wooden stairs. The 
landlady had been up twice while they rested on the 
first landing, taking up fire in a bucket, a pitcher of hot 
water, clean sheets. 

“Just want to sleep now,” Hal complained, his body 
shuddering in Robert’s grasp as he trudged mute and 
suffering up the next flight. 

“Not on the stairs, dear boy.” Robert had to laugh at 
the grimace that provoked. “You are a cross-grained 


crotchety bastard, Morgan, and ten years my junior, 
so l'Il call you a boy if | wish.” 

Weary eyes closed to disdainful slits. “Not if you 
want to...you know.” 

It was sweltering here in the little wooden passage, 
with the great heat of the Caribbean sun beating on 
the wattle wall, and Robert divested himself of his 
coat and wig, left them lying limp on the treads. The 
air was full of the smell of dust and sewage, his own 
sweat and Morgan’s, and he was happier than he’d 
been in years, with that arm around his shoulders, 
that golden head drooping against his shoulder. “I’d 
carry you if | could, but you’re a fucking weight. I’d 
fall, and we’d both end up broken at the foot of the 
flight.” 

Hal breathed out—a long sigh as of a man receding 
into sleep. His voice too was a mere drowsy mumble. 
“You wouldn’t fall. Been thinking...| don’t know, don’t 
know why | didn’t see it, before.” 

Robert eased his back and took a firmer grip on 
Hal’s wrist. “Didn’t see what?” 

“You. You, here. Him not. You’re so much warmer. 
Don’t know what | saw...in him. You wouldn’t let me 
fall.” 

It took Robert a second to catch up with this, but 
when he did, his heart gave a strange squeeze of joy 
—joy as pointed as pain. Hal’s plain speaking always 
seemed to put the Latin poets to shame. 

He bit his lip to avoid crying on the stairs and 
alerting the landlady to his state of love-struck idiocy, 
but the ache in his cheeks told him he had not 
managed to subdue his smile. “Ah, well, let’s not put 
that to the test. Come on. One more flight.” 

They made it to the room at last—half of the attic, 
the bed tucked under the sloping edge, so one could 
just about stand up straight near the door. Hal 
collapsed onto the mattress, curled up with all his 


clothes still on, and Robert knelt by him, slipped off his 
shoes, hauled him into a sitting position and peeled 
away coat, cravat and waistcoat with movements that 
attempted to be both gentle and brisk. 

It was too much to ask of him. Privacy at last, and a 
bed, and Hal smiling at him with a look of fond 
exasperation. 

The sounds of Kingston filtered through the wall— 
the cries of the marketplace, a ballad-seller, closer to 
them, singing in a husky-sweet soprano, hoofbeats on 
the street. Within, the shutters on the tiny window 
were closed, and dust danced gold in the blades of 
sunlight that sliced through the cracks between the 
boards. Stripes of light on the bare boards of the floor 
led his eye up to the bed, across the counterpane and 
to the hinge of Hal’s jaw. Without the cravat, his collar 
gaped, exposing the strong column of his throat, the 
smoothness of skin that had never seen the sun. 

Robert attempted to be very heroic. “I should...| 
should let you—” 

And Hal did something astonishing—something he 
had not done in all the years Robert had known him. 
He laughed, the sound of it rusty and unpractised, like 
a room in a fine country estate being opened up once 
more, all the dustsheets taken off and the fires lit in 
preparation for the family to come home. 

“Don’t be an idiot, Hughes. Come to bed.” 

Robert laughed himself then, that being the better 
option than allowing the tears of relief and joy that 
still pricked in his eyes to spill. Pulling his own clothes 
off in rough haste, he dropped them on the floor, 
rolled Hal to one side so he could pull the sheet out 
from beneath him, and got in, pulling the cover up 
over them both. 

It made a little fabric world around them, inhabited 
only by themselves. In it, he felt sheltered enough, 
intimate enough, to take off even his shirt—to lie 


down quite naked next to Hal’s relaxed form. Hal 
smiled and wound a trembling hand around his neck, 
drawing Robert’s face down to his own. The kiss was 
weary, tentative, but oh so sweet, Hal’s lips dry and 
smooth against his own. Then they opened and he let 
Robert’s tongue into his mouth. Robert groaned and 
held himself back from rolling atop Hal, pressing him 
hard into the mattress. He wanted to possess him—to 
feel all Hal’s anger and passion unleashed on him, and 
ride it, tame it. 

But that would come later, when he was well again. 
Here, now, they had to be gentle. Hal shifted 
accommodatingly to allow Robert to pull his shirt over 
his head, unbutton and slide his breeches down. The 
bandage on his chest was clean, unspeckled with 
blood despite the walk home, but it was enough of a 
reminder to calm Robert’s furious thoughts, make him 
lean over and kiss the patch of skin where the gauze 
passed over Hal’s shoulder, crawl lower and nip at the 
ribs and belly beneath. 

Hal laughed again, a little more confidently this 
time, and cuffed Robert gently on the ear as he 
squirmed. 

“Tickles!” 

Hah! Robert stored the fact away in his memory for 
future occasions, already grinning at the thought. Hal 
was the kind of man who would undoubtedly deserve 
retribution on a regular basis, and here he’d handed 
Robert the method on a plate. He kissed him again, 
Hal’s skin as pale as pouring cream beneath his lips. 
Then he rubbed the bristles of his beard there, making 
his lover wriggle again and choke back a noise of 
reproachful laughter. Three times now—not that 
Robert was counting—and the sound of Hal’s mirth 
was fast becoming his favourite sound in the world. 

One of his favourite sounds, at least, because that 
little sob of surprise and bliss—the one he gave when 


Robert dipped his head further and slid Hal’s member 
into his mouth, laving it with his tongue—that was— 
huh—that was... 

Touch and scent and taste washed his thoughts out 
of his ears, everything simplifying itself down to this— 
to worshiping Hal’s body with his tongue and his 
throat, feeling the ache of it transmuted by the 
alchemy of desire into tingling bliss beneath his skin. 
It took a sharp tug on his hair to make him unlatch, 
look up with some reproach at Hal’s blown pupils, his 
bemused and glowing smile. 

“Up.” He tugged again, and Robert obeyed. “I want 
you to kiss me. Don’t just want...” 

The memory of Hal’s first panicked rejection 
recurred and made Robert’s heart throb in 
counterpoint to his lust. Hal didn’t just want release. 
He’d made that clear enough. He wanted intimacy— 
proof of love. 

Aligning himself hip to hip with Hal, Robert wound 
his left arm around Hal’s neck, pulled him closer, 
kissed again, while his right hand closed around both 
their pricks and stroked both together, wet and 
Slippery with his own spit. Carefully, gently, they 
rocked together like that, the pleasure mounting with 
every thrust, Hal growing progressively wilder beneath 
his kisses, until he was thrusting back—demanding, 
shameless—pressing little bites along the length of 
Robert’s throat. 

Robert came in a rush that broke him open and let 
out an emotion so strong it might almost have been 
grief. Hope, fulfilled after so long, felt...he didn’t know 
how it felt. He was hot and sticky and smelled, and he 
was thrumming with the need to do it again, better, 
harder, longer, forever. 

Hal opened an eye crinkled at the edges with 
smiling. There was darkness in it still, but less than 
there had been, something new and fragile in its 


place. For a moment Robert hoped Hal would say “I 
love you,” but Hal only shifted so he could nudge his 
head beneath Robert’s chin and murmured, “You had 
better get used to me, Robert. Took breaking me apart 
to make me stop loving him. So it’s going to take 
death or more to prise me away from you.” 

Oh, but there, Robert thought, watching a sunbeam 
move on the wall while Hal rested, but there it was. “l 
love you,” in almost as many words. And maybe it was 
early days and neither of them entirely believed it as 
yet. But if Hal wasn’t going anywhere, he certainly 
was not. Time would do the rest. 

He dipped his head and quoted Wilmot, 


““Kind jealous doubts, tormenting fears, 
And anxious cares, when past, 

Prove our hearts’ treasure fixed and 
dear, 

And make us blessed at last. 


1 


Then he laughed, because even in his sleep, Hal had 
smiled at the verse. It seemed the hard-headed sea 
dog was as susceptible to poetry and sunsets as 
Robert was himself. 

| knew I should have gone with Plan A from the start. 


Kxxx 
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